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In spring 1940 the NKVD, Stalin’s security police, massacred nearly 15000 Polish 
prisoners of war captured in September 1939 during the Nazi-Soviet war against 
Poland. The Germans uncovered and publicised the Katyn burial site of the 
Kozelsk camp victims in spring 1943 during their invasion of the USSR. The Staro- 
belsk and Ostashkov camp victims only had their killing and burial sites at Kharkov 
and Mednoe near Tver revealed decades later. Another 7300 Poles were shot in 
Ukrainian and Belarusan prisons at the same time, bringing the total death toll to 
around 22000. 

This study is the first to use Soviet documentation released in the early 1990s to 
explain how the failure of NKVD interrogation and recruitment attempts along 
with acute Polish-Bolshevik rivalry led the Stalinist leadership to decide on mass 
slaughter. In addition to an exploration of the rationale of the Stalinist state, Katyn 
and the Soviet Massacre of 1940 gives an authoritative case study of the processes 
used by Stalin through a detailed accounting of the mechanics of the transporta¬ 
tion and execution of the victims. The truth about the massacre was suppressed 
both by the Soviet Union and by their post-war satellite regime in Poland. But the 
management of the issue by the American and British Governments after 1943, 
examined in the second half of this book, also has major significance. The failure 
by the Western powers to question the Soviet cover-up stands as an embarrassing 
part of their wider policy of acceptance of Poland’s takeover at the end of the 
Second World War. While the lingering effects of war continue to haunt Eastern 
Europe, this study is a vital contribution to the debate over how the memory of 
atrocities can be assuaged by justice for victims through truth-telling, apologies 
and reconciliation. 

Of interest to historical scholars and students of Eastern European and Second 
World War history, this volume is a fascinating look into a dark and overlooked 
chapter of mankind’s bloodiest century. 

George Sanford is a reader in politics at Bristol University and a leading academic 
specialist on Poland and Eastern Europe. He is the author of ten books, including 
most recently the Historical Dictionary of Poland (2003), Democratic Government in 
Poland (2002) and Poland: The Conquest of Histoiy (1999). 
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Let ns think of these things always and speak of them never. 

Sir Owen O’Malley, British ambassador to the Polish Govermnent-in-Exile, 

despatch of 11 February 1944 


The crime of Katyn, however, occupies a special place in the collective 
memory of Poles. It is a great sore, which we have to talk about ceaselessly 
-just so that it can be healed. 

Speech by the President of Poland, Aleksander Kwasniewski, 
at the military cemetery in Kharkov, 27June 1998 


The worst single unpunished crime in history. 

Louis Fit/Gibbon 


One of the most ofT-handcdly ruthless of Stalin's acts. 

Robert Conquest 


Parallel with the system of terror there developed a system of bluff. This 
latter system was born of the necessity to hide the reality from foreigners, 
but it led to the wholesale necessity to justify that reality at. home. 

Final Report by the Polish ambassador in Moscow, Waclaw Grzybowski, 

G November 1939 
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Introduction 


The Soviet Security Services (NKVD) massacred about 14700 Polish offi¬ 
cers and policemen taken from three prisoner of war (PoW) camps called 
Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov in April-May 1940. At the same time 
another 7300 were killed in NKVD prisons in Belarus and the Ukraine as 
part of the same operation. We now know, definitely, from Soviet docu¬ 
ments released under Gorbachev and Yeltsin, and in particular the crucial 
decision of 5 March 1940 of the politburo of the All-Union Communist 
Party (Bolsheviks), that this massacre of almost 22000 Poles was decided 
on by Stalin himself. The operation was planned carefully in order to 
maintain total secrecy and implemented with ruthless efficiency through 
the transportation of the prisoners of war to three separate killing and 
burial sites. The Starobelsk officers were shot in the NKVD prison cellars 
in Kharkov and buried in a nearby forest-park while the policemen and 
border and prison guards from Ostashkov were killed in Kalinin (now 
Tver) NKVD prison and buried at Mednoe. The 4400 officers from 
Kozelsk were transported to the Katyn forest outside Smolensk and buried 
there. After the German invasion of the USSR Goebbels announced the 
discovery of the bodies at Katyn with much propaganda fanfare in April 
1943. He used the issue as a smokescreen for Nazi war atrocities and as a 
wedge with which to attempt to break up the alliance between the 
Western Powers and their post-1941 Soviet ally as well as to scupper any 
residual chance of Polish-Soviet collaboration. 

The above circumstances had crucial consequences. Only a part of the 
1940 massacre was revealed through exhumations carried out by German, 
Polish and International Commission forensic-medical specialists at Katyn 
in spring-summer 1943. The Soviets used the issue as a pretext for break¬ 
ing off diplomatic relations with, and then marginalising, the Polish 
Government-in-Exile in London. The British and Americans refused to 
take the slightest risk of jeopardising the Red Army’s decisive contribution 
to the Allied war effort against Germany. They, particularly the British 
Foreign Office, used residual weaknesses in the evidence of Soviet guilt to 
justify suspension of judgement on the issue of responsibility. Roosevelt 
and Churchill, although extremely well informed by their own sources, 
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never confronted Stalin over the issue. They went along with his perman- 

! nC ” 1 P c 0ratl0n ° f the Pohsh territories occupied in September 1939 
and his definition of Poland’s new eastern and western fronders as well a! 

staionTrr Tf 0 "’ ^° St ' War ’ ° f S0Viet commu nism and satellite 
for Kaon Soviet Burdenko version of German responsibility 

for Katyn was presented, but not accepted at Nuremberg in 1946. A Select 
committee of the US House of Representatives publicised the 1943 Polish 

RoosevT 3 ,? C ° f SOViCt ^ Ut in 1952 and b ^gan to question the 

Roosevelt administration s role in hushing it up 

The NKVD documents allowing scholars to establish the full details of 

onR^m^QQ 1 ^ lmpkm '; maUOn of the 1940 massac re became available 
only from 1990 onwards due to a period of intensive archival collabora- 

carivl9^k e Th ^ y dem ° CratiC P ° Iish and Russian re P l 'Wics in the 
early 1990s. This was supported by judicial invesdgadons and the question¬ 
ing of surviving witnesses during the same period. As a result of the new 

studieT ntat, ° n t nd P ° hSh and RuSSian acadenilc Abates of the 1990s 

rnmm h K° W bea ? Uthoritative examinad °« of the 1940 massacre; an 
attempt has been made to remedy the surprising English language neglect 

“he v^ e H SinCe '" 0 , in "’ e >»‘f of this hook. Gaps owr 

y p decision making and Stalin’s motivation for killing the Poles 
rather ,ha„ sending .hem ,o GULAG. There are also unclarffied issL 
Zed , C eX t f CUtl °" Sta ^’ especially whether killing and burial were con- 
f orp d to & ether at Katyn in contrast to their separation in the Kharkov- 
oiest park and kalinm-Mednoe cases. Much of the detail of the shoodngs 

ODeraHr> US • TTT SpCCUladve because of that countiy’s lack of co- 
J th “ n. SmCe Lukashenko ^came president in 1994. The parallel stoiy 
-laiman executions has, however, taken firmer shape Other 
question marks remain over what relevant documentation mightsdll exist 
in Russia which has not been released, as yet. Crucial material, notably 

alWdTbuSr n j^ 1CS baSed ° n NKVD interrogations in the camps, was 
allegedly burnt under Khruschev in the mid to late 1950s. 

ioi?r PltC thC ab ° VC residual - aImost technical, questions, however the 

alvlvsTTah’ b H aUSe k C ° ncerned both PoWs and foreign nationals’, has 
stTfni m ^ international resonance. It became the most controver¬ 
sial and most examined massacre of the post-1936 Soviet Terror which 
a so, incidently, throws significant light on Stalinist policies and mind sets 
as well as on the NKVD bureaucracy and its techniques in this period. The 

and SmLTd UOnS have ’ kowever ’ alwa vs transcended the purely Soviet 
uckles^hr“ h dlmenS10n K . T ? ,s u ex pi a * n s why the second half of this book 
human n>hrh SSUeS ’ Z ^ ^ contem Porary resonance since 

agenda The fcatUreS ° f ** P^^ommurns, political 

massac re w! establishing the historical truth about the 1940 

Great Power, P -T 1943 ~ 1990 a g ai ™ the wider canvas of 

C eat Power polmcs, first during the Second World War and then during 

c period of East-West ideological systemic struggle, in both its Cold Waf 
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and detente manifestations. The German, American and London Polish 
documentation was boosted after 1971 by the release of British Foreign 
Office material. Only the Soviet admission of guilt in 1990 and the release 
of their documents, however, made it possible to establish the truth about 
the whole of the 1940 massacre and not just the partial details gleaned 
from Katyn and the earlier reminiscences of Polish survivors. 

The Soviet line on Katyn, established by the Burdenko Commission in 
early 1944, was imposed on the Polish People’s Republic but was not 
believed by Polish society. It provided dissidents with one of their strongest 
emotional challenges to the communist state in the second half of its life. 
After Gorbachev admitted Soviet responsibility in 1990 archival collabora¬ 
tion and judicial investigation brought out most of the facts about the mas¬ 
sacre. Since the mid-1990s, however, the emotional and political steam has 
gone out of the issue with democratic Poland becoming most concerned 
with issues of commemoration. Russia under Yeltsin and Putin lost interest 
in further democratisation and in coming to terms with Stalinist crimes. 

How do democracies handle the crimes and lies associated with realpoli- 
tik statecraft under extreme conditions of international conflict and viol¬ 
ence? Can elites ever tell the public the truth about the murderous 
character of necessaiy wartime Allies or the seamier consequences of mili¬ 
tary interventions and hope lo cany electorates without their normal 
appeals to morality, principle and truth? Support for human rights, 
increasing democratic control of national security and mass-media-driven 
pressures for full and immediate public information have become domin¬ 
ant features in Western democracies since the fall of communism. The 
recurring internal debates within the British Foreign Office from 1943 
onwards about how to handle the inconvenient truth of the responsibility 
of their wartime Soviet ally for the Katyn part of the 1940 massacre 
provide a revealing case study. They reveal much about the contemporaiy 
dilemma about how traditional elitist and secretive statecraft can be recon¬ 
ciled with these modern pressures. 

Democratic values are founded on truth seeking, moral principles and 
civic participation based on reliable information. The rule of law also 
implies that perpetrators of criminal acts will not go unpunished. Victims 
of such acts, the definition of which has now been extended to include 
groups who have suffered from genocide, massacre or associated atroci¬ 
ties, can now benefit from wider definitions of international law derived 
from the establishment of international tribunals to deal with post- 
Yugoslavia and Rwanda. Justice on this dimension, however, goes beyond 
mere punishment and possible compensation and restitution. Where per¬ 
petrators no longer survive to face trial and punishment the memory of 
past atrocities can be assuaged by full revelation of the historical truth. 
Justice can thus be done to the memory of victims, and be felt to be done 
by survivors and successors, leading on to forgiveness and reconciliation, 
both individual and national. 
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Sources and style 

AC ?Taan ^ RuSSian archives has become more difficult again, since the 
mid-1990s. It is, therefore, a fair assumption that the bulk of the relevant 

ffieTgS) mas 81311 d ° CUI * entati ° n which has b ^e available concerning 

wLaw Due to e ih trans P orted to the Central Military Archive in 

Warsaw. Due to the outstanding editorial work of Professor Wojciech 

aterski of the Institute of Political Sciences of the Polish Academy of Sci- 
ences, the crucial material drawn from this has also been published in the 
Katyn: Documents Concerning the Atrocity series. The London Polish, Amer- 
^an and German documentation has long been available; recent govern¬ 
ment policy has also diminished the number of ‘retained’ British 
documents and, one presumes that the bulk of which concerning our 
subject had become available by the mid-1970s. ° 

The transliteration of Russian names is particularly problematic in the 
ase of this book so I (half) apologise to purists for having adopted an 

and ’ m n Xed and fer fr ° m COnsistent P° lic y> Particularly between first 
and second names which consciously favours polonised and anglicised 
forms and established endings such as in Trotsky or Gorky over conS 
tency. Imposing uniformity on the Polish is also neither necessary nor 

b “ ntC p S t i e re f ler ’ S indul 8 ence for ‘Katyn’ in general mage 
o m , Pollsh tltles ’ Kozelsk-Kozielsk, Starobelsk-Starobielsk 

Ostashkov-Ostaszkow and the rest. 
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1 Poland and Russia 


Conflict and domination 

The relationship between Poland and Russia has been described as an 
‘age-old antagonism’ which transcended the level of mere conflict 
between two major Slavonic states. 1 It has been depicted as a historical 
struggle between different civilisations for political, economic and reli¬ 
gious control and, consequently, cultural hegemony over the vast con¬ 
tested borderlands lying between them. Poland was one of the great states 
in Europe and certainly Russia’s (Muscovy’s) equal until early modern 
times. 2 The Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania controlled much of what 
is now Belarus, Ukraine, Lithuania and the Baltic States during the four¬ 
teenth to seventeenth centuries. The weakening of the state through an 
excessive form of gentry democracy and the unwise policies of a foreign 
Swedish Vasa dynasty from the end of the sixteenth century onwards wors¬ 
ened political and social decay. Poland’s international position was also 
shattered by a Swedish onslaught, the rise of Prussia and an uprising in 
the Ukraine, half of which was lost by the Truce of Andrusowo in 1667. As 
a result (much of) Poland until 1989 has been dominated, and controlled 
in different ways, by Russia in its varying incarnations for most of the 
period since the death of King Jan II Sobieski in 1697 and Peter the 
Great’s modernisation of Russia. But the Polish ethnic and cultural pres¬ 
ence in the borderlands ( kresy ) of Belarus and Ukraine remained, until 
finally removed by Stalin’s ethnic cleansing of 1939-1941 and the Second 
World War border changes and population transfers. 

Russian control was camouflaged during the eighteenth century as it 
made use of collaborating aristocratic landowners and slogans of religious 
toleration. 3 The central and eastern lands of the Polish-Lithuanian Com¬ 
monwealth were seized by Russia in the three partitions of 1772, 1792 and 
1795. After Napoleon’s defeat in the 1812 campaign, a re-established and 
extended form of Russian territorial control, confirmed at the Congress of 
Vienna, lasted until the First World War. 4 Inter-war Polish independence 
survived only from November 1918 until September 1939. 5 Although 
there is debate on the extent of the autonomy of the Polish People’s 
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Republic (PRL) full sovereignty as well as systemic and international self- 
determination was achieved only in the Third Republic after 1989. The 
counttys democracy has been consolidated since then and strengthened 

through EU and NATO membership.' 5 

Both Russian policy towards Poland and Polish reactions ran through a 
wide and varying gamut over time. At one end of the spectrum Cnr 

differed 1 af,C1 ‘ h H UpriSing ’ Wanted to steamroll Polish national 
ffetences away and to turn the country into the Vistula Province, merely 

le westernmost extension of a uniformly ruled Russian Empire His exe¬ 
cutions, imprisonments, forced emigration and deportations to Siberia 
began the systematic extermination of the Polish presence in the east- 
hat continued until 1945. 7 Something similar was attempted, after the 
suppressmn of the 1863-1864 Uprising. Iosif Stalin also took advantage of 

and wh °1 ^ • , Hi ;' ei fr ° m 1939 ~ ]941 partially exterminate, 

and wholly marginalise, Poland’s national elites as a preliminary to estah- 
hshmg Soviet Stalinist communist rule in Poland after 1944. ^ 

fmm a M ,ne ° f R , USSiflCadon ’ re P ression and tight uniform control 

Crelt^bvT r eVCr ’ d ° minate al1 * he time - Catherine the 
Polish 0,1 ■ nK ', SUC C ° nflicts between conservative and reform 

(l7Z. 7^T 0m S lhC rdgn ° f Killg Stanislaw Poniatowski 
S eventruthy forced to share her Polish spoils with 

Prussia and the Hapsburg Empire in the Partitions. The Congress 
Kingdom of 181.>-1831 gave the Poles real cultural and socio-religious as 
d,e PR!" T e t P ° ,itiCa1 ’ autonom y- The s^e was, arguably true of 

of Wad ^ “ 

reaiislrfiTmTS" ° f thC SwingS between F^oSitical idealism and 

lealism horn Napoleonic times until fairly recently captured the wide 

“ Zn'r"'* 1 generation, on ,l,e independence 

ne s fel ' C StS T $pired by historical memories of national great¬ 

ness felt that the national struggle for independence would be rewarded 

pined 3 1 7 Vs T'IQ«Q C °" SlCl,ation of European forces (as in fact hap¬ 
pened in 1918 and 1989 and with the Duchy of Watsaw of 1807-1819) 

efeats such as the Napoleonic Legions, the 1831 and 1863 Uprisings and 

even September 1939 and the 1944 Wanaw Uprising would stiengt^en 

muhcH 7 thrOUgh bl0 ° d Shed hy he, ° es - This Romantic view was 

war oerir>H "T™* 8 the nineteenlh century and in the inter- 

pe od, but the realist counter-argument predominated more often 

especially m the twentieth century. The arguments of Prince Adam Jerzy 

ofXTL hT“ ( 1 lcksa '’ derWielopolsti “ d ll,e 

e second half of the nineteenth century were reiterated by many Poles 

Or 7 takeOVCr of pOWer 0944—1947), and agahi after 

October 195b. For them, the 1944 Warsaw Uprising became a symbol of 

ence ^bolh^iii' 1939 >nCe ) the c ° nsc ' ousness of Western betrayal and indiffer- 
ce, both in 1939 and at Yalta, seeped through. Post-war Roman Catholic 
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Primates of Poland, Cardinals Stefan Wyszyhski and Stefan Glemp, therefore 
counselled against violence and favoured compromise from 1956 onwards. 
Stalin’s purges of inter-war communists, the 1940 massacre and associated 
deportations of Poles also contributed to similar attitudes within the Polish 
United Workers' Party (PZPR). This was especially so during Solidarity’s 
heyday, Martial Law in 1980-1983, and during the attempted refoim period 
preceding communism’s collapse in Poland in 1989. 

The Russian threat from the east has also been matched by the German 
menace from the west. Frederick the Great and his Hohcnzollern succes¬ 
sors merely questioned the Polishness of Pomerania, Poznan and Silesia. 
Adolf Hitler’s anti-Slavonic racism and drive for Teutonic Lebensraum, 
however, threatened the very existence of the Polish national community 
during the Second World War. During 1939-1941 Poland faced the 
maximum moment of danger to its national survival. The Nazis and 
Soviets came together in the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and its secret 
annexe to carry out the country's Fourth Partition. 

The Polish-Soviet War of 1920: was Stalin polonophobic? 

Natalia Lebedeva suggests that the main reasons for Stalin’s hatred of 
‘feudal-landowning’ inter-war Poland and its officer class are to be sought 
in ‘the bitterness of defeat’ in the Polish-Soviet War of 1920. The Stalinist 
leadership thus regarded the Polish army as its main enemy in the 1930s." 
Jozef Pilsudski’s victory before Warsaw, when he outmanoeuvred 
Tukhachevsky’s army by counter-attacking an exposed flank during the 
third w'eek of August, was crucial. 12 Polish independence only survived for 
under two decades but this strengthened Poland’s political and national 
consciousness and stimulated social and economic development after 123 
years of threefold subordination to foreign powers. The defeat killed off 
the Bolshevik dream of World Revolution. It prevented the Red Army 
from taking over a weakened Germany with its strong revolutionary 
working class movement. Even worse, further Polish victories after 
Warsaw, notably Edward Smigly-Rydz’s on the River Niemen, fbreed the 
Bolsheviks to sue for peace and to accept what Lenin called a ‘bandit 
treaty’. At the Treaty of Riga of March 1921 they had to cede West Belarus 
and the West Ukraine and accept a frontier close to the so-called Curzon 
Line. 1:5 The Versailles system was then completed by the confirmation of 
this frontier by the Allied Conference of Ambassadors in 1923. 

Viachyslav Molotov had this humiliation and the Polish territorial gains 
dividing the Ukrainian and Belarusan Republics in mind w'hen he 
famously, if somewhat inaccurately, called Poland ‘the monstrous bastard 
of the Peace of Versailles’. The w-ar and its drawn result reinforced 
Polish-Russian stereotypes and hatreds of each other. The LkSSR became 
committed to revising the frontier whenever a favourable opportunity 
offered itself. New Marxist-Leninist ideological pressures now reinforced 
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older state and national factors. Independent Poland was regarded bv the 
Bolsheviks as a national and class opponent representing mixed gentry 
landowning and bourgeois values and interests. Soviet propagandists con¬ 
sistently referred to Poland as panskaia Pol’sha (gentry-ruled state). Poland 
was also both a barrier to the expansion of their system and a potential 
springboard for Western or Nazi aggression on the Soviet Union. The 
seventeenth Soviet party congress described Poland as ‘the tool and van¬ 
guard of Western imperialism’. 14 Poland, however, became less compact 
ethnically and religiously. After the short initial (fully) democratic inter- 
ude until 1926 Pilsudski's ruling Sanacja elite never quite decided 
whether to repress or to win over the one-third of its population com¬ 
posed of national minorities, especially the five million Ukrainians. 15 

The way the 1920 campaign was fought also involved Stalin directly in 
tie blame for its iailure. Stalin as Commissar of the South Western Front 
failed to send reinforcements to Tukhachevsky in time as ordered. He 
supported the drive by his military commanders, Budienny and Yegorov, 
on Lwow instead. By the time they changed direction the Soviets had been 
defeated and were in full flight from Warsaw." 1 As in an earlier dispute, 
over Tsarytsin during the Civil War, the recriminations became part of the 
hie and death power struggle between Stalin and Trotsky. 17 Volkogonov 
reports that Stalin extracted, and, presumably, destroyed, the relevant 
documents on this episode from the Kiev central archives in 1925 1K The 
Stalinist victors thus rewrote history, bent ideology to their purposes and 
used the Security Services to eliminate inconvenient witnesses. 

When the full truth about the 1940 massacre came out in the 1990s, 
some Russians attempted to balance the historical equation as they saw it 
by discovering a reciprocal atrocity. 111 The Polish Procuracv rejected a 
belated Russian demand in 1998 that they open a criminal investigation 
into the deaths of Soviet PoWs during 1919-1921 It has been suggested 
that Mikhail Gorbachev directed Soviet historians to seek ‘a Polish anti- 
in his growing hardline period preceding the failed coup of August 
1991 .A Russian Government Historical Commission investigated the ques¬ 
tion but denied that it manufactured a counterweight to Katyn. 21 The 
public claim by the Russian Consul in Krakow, Boris Shardakov, in 
November 1994 that Pifsudski was as bad a criminal as Stalin as he was 
responsible for the deaths of 50000-60000 Soviet PoWs in 1920 became 
something of a cos celebre. li The Polish response proved that this was non- 
sense but Polish public opinion viewed such initiatives as highly provoca¬ 
tive.-" Official documents showed that 66000 Red Army PoWs were 
returned by November 1921, 25000 decided not to return and another 
f“™ nd Settled P erma nently in Poland. 24 Only about a third of the 
18000 Red Army soldiers who died of sickness in captivity may have done 
so because of the poor medical and living conditions of the time but the 

propagation of such anti-democratic themes in Russia caused Polish 
concern. 
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Polish and Soviet communism 

Communism was weak in Poland, historically, for three main reasons. 
First, the nineteenth-century revolutionary movement was dominated by 
the issue of the regaining of national independence rather than the liber¬ 
ation of the proletariat. The vast majority of the Polish Socialist Party 
(PPS) founded in 1892 supported Boleslaw Limanowski’s reformism and, 
after 1906,Jozef Pilsudski’s nationalist struggle for independence. 21 ’ The 
First Proletariat’s Marxist internationalism was largely symbolic and easily 
suppressed by the Czarist authorities in the 1880s. 2 ” The Social-Democracy 
of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL), founded in 1892, 
enjoyed wider, if patchy, support in the PPS-Left and the Jewish Bund and 
had notable leaders like Roza Lukscmburg, Julian Marchlewski and Adolf 
Warski. Others like Feliks Dzierzynski (Dzerzhinsky in Russian), Karol 
Sobelson (Radek) and Jakob Fiirstenberg (Hanecki) went on to become 
prominent Bolsheviks within the USSR. The inter-war Polish communist 
parties emerged out of the SDKPiL’s roots and tradition. 2 ' The Bolsheviks 
favoured Luksemburg’s thesis on the economic union of the Polish and 
Russian proletariats but Stalinists later denounced her libertarianism and 
warnings against the dictatorial potential of one party rule as Menshevik.® 
Stalin also persecuted the Polish political prisoners repatriated to the 
USSR, the bulk of whom were ofjewish origins. 211 

Second, atheistic and egalitarian Manxist-Leninist ideology clashed 
with Poland’s strongly Roman Catholic, gentiy and national cultural 
values. Third, communism was associated after 1917 with a hostile power 
which attempted to conquer the country' in 1920. It is true that Lenin 
accepted Poland’s independence and the ending of Czarist rule in 1918. 
But the USSR, both as a state and through the Third International (Com¬ 
intern), thereafter threatened Poland’s international security and 
domestic social order, supported national minorities against the unitary 
state and challenged its eastern frontier. 

The Communist Workers’ Party of Poland (KPRP) was formed in 
December 1918 through the amalgamation of the SDKPiL with the PPS- 
Left. Accused of being unpatriotic and treasonable during the 
Polish-Soviet War, it never shook off its image as the agent of a hostile 
foreign power and alien ideology. The Comintern founder and SDKPiL 
leader, Julian Marchlewski, organised a Provisional Revolutionary Com¬ 
mittee (PRC) in Poland on 2 August 1920 on direct Bolshevik instruc¬ 
tions. 30 Marchlewski chaired the committee composed of Feliks 
Dzierzynski, Feliks Kon, Jozef Unszlicht and Edward Prochniak (secret¬ 
ary). 31 Colloquially known as the Bialystok Provisional Government, this 
was based in the Red Army-controlled city of that name in north cast 
Poland. It can be regarded as a trial run for the actual Soviet takeover of 
Poland following its successful and, this time, permanent occupation by 
the Red Army in 1945. The PRC tried to gain support for the Polish Soviet 
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Republic by promising workers the nationalisation of industry and mining 
and peasants land through the breaking up of large estates. Hardly sur¬ 
prisingly doctrinaire social promises were insufficient to allay Polish dis- 
tmst of Soviet intentions, especially once the Red Army had crossed the 
River Bug. The resulting patriotic upsurge demonstrated the irrelevance 
of the Bialystok Committee which retreated back to the Soviet Union in 
the baggage train of the Red Army. Lessons may have been drawn from 

!o 44 _Tc!? 7 nenCe ‘ ThC S ° Viet takeover of Poland > "hen it came in 
' tt 'll ’ WaSmore s °P h i«icated than the Bialystok dress-rehearsal. 

nhTrrr fdl t0 pieces and its membership collapsed at the 
otri m although major socioeconomic discontent 

o ed it to rebuild. Communists gained some representation in the 
x qm and in local councils by functioning on the borderline of legality. M 

re ; branded in 1925 88 the Communist Party of Poland 
p r i h3S demonstrated conclusively its weakness within the ethnic 

Polish and Roman Catholic national core. He explained its disproportion¬ 
ate strength within Ukrainian and Belarusan minorities in terms of ‘a 
traditional or an ethnic tie to Russia’ while there were special reasons for 

/KP 7 fn JeW !f h u SU ^ P ° rt ' The Comm unist Party of the West Ukraine 
(KPZU) and the Communist Party of West Belarus (KPZB) also emerged 
as separate and quite strong bodies in the kresy. 

The communist party was perceived by the Polish nation as a Soviet- 
cont ro i led agency willing to sacrifice the country’s independence and 
eastern provinces. But its disunited leadership occasionally resisted, or 
misread, the twists and turns of Comintern policy. The Comintern’s right 
wing and United Front turn in 1922 favoured the emergence of Adolf 
Warszawski {pseud. Warsld), Maksymilian Homitz {pseud Walecki) and 
Wera Koszutska (pseud. Kostrzewa). They accepted the party’s earlier mis¬ 
takes in repudiating Poland’s independence and promised to defend it 
against international capitalism with Soviet support. Leadership support 
for Troaky during 1923-1924 led to their disciplining b, the Comintern, 
controlled by Stalin s ally in the first stage of the leadership struggle Grig- 

don - The? ‘L alS °/ ain f d thC Pmy StaHn ’ S ‘ endurin & enmit y suspl 
n . Their May Error - passivity towards Pilsudski’s 1926 coup d’etat - 

and support for the rightist Nikolai Bukharin, who was also being defeated 

by Sia m allowed Leftists led by Julian Leszczynski (pseud. Lenski) to 

the KTPandfll 7 ^ 192 ° S ” ^ and Ws SUpporters Stalinised 

the KPP and followed Stalin s revolutionary- class struggle turn, slavishly, in 

both domestic politics and the Comintern. The PPS rebuffed their uncon- 

™ C1 " g ° vertures once ^e Comintern returned to United, and then 
I opular, Front tactics in the mid-1930s. M 

I9^) he C f lminatjng P ° int ° f this anal y sis concerns the arrest in the early 

Tom °n pr ?T? em KPP aCdviStS (n0tabl y J erz y Czeszejko-Sochacki, 
Tomasz Dqbal, Sylwester Wojewodzld and Tadeusz 2arski) who had sought 

ie uge in the USSR. They were accused variously, and liquidated, on 
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trumped up charges of spying for Pilsudski’s Poland, contacts with Polish 
Intelligence and provocations designedto weaken the KPP." 

The KPP was accused of having been infiltrated by Pilsudski’s security 
services while Poland was demonised as a military and subversive threat to 
the Soviet Union in the Moscow Show Trials. The politburo of the All- 
Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), VKP (b), empowered the NKVD on 
18 August 1937 to liquidate ‘the Polish spying and sabotage ring’ POW 
(Pilsudski’s Polish Military Organisation, established in 1917). 40 Recently 
examined Soviet and Comintern archival documents, notably the diary of 
Comintern General Secretary-, Georgii Dimitrov, confirm that arrests and 
interrogations of KPP leaders and activists peaked between autumn 1937 
and summer 1938. Stalin instructed Dimitrov in November 1937 that ‘the 
dissolution [of the KPP] is one or two year’s late. It must be wound up, 
but this decision, in my opinion, need not be published in the press.’ 41 
The formal dissolution by the Comintern on 18 August 1938, therefore, 
merely marked the belated recognition of the KPP’s destruction. 4 * 

The full might of the Comintern was directed to liquidating its organi¬ 
sation and leadership in Poland from the bottom upwards. 43 An initiative 
group led by a communist youth activist and Spanish Civil War veteran, 
Boleslaw Molojowec, supported Comintern agents in breaking up the 
KPP. 44 Molojowec, after this experience of being licensed by the great 
Vozhd to see plots and conspiracies everywhere, took it upon himself to 
have his brother, Zygmunt, shoot, Antoni Nowotko, the first leader of the 
reborn Polish Workers Party (PPR) in German-occupied Warsaw in 1943. 45 
The residual (home or domestic) communist leaders, like Wladyslaw 
Gomulka, who had survived by remaining in Poland, in turn, had him shot 
summarily in a cellar in Radom. 

Dziewanowski’s picture of all the KPP leaders resident within the USSR, 
plus those lured back from abroad, being shot during 1937-1939 has been 
confirmed by the post-1990 documentation, although estimates range 
from a few hundred to well over a thousand. 46 Certainly, all the major 
figures of inter-war communism, Lenski, Warski, Kostrzewa and Krajewski, 
notably those resident at the Hotel Lux in Moscow, perished. The party 
was condemned at the Eighteenth VKP (b) congress in 1939 as having 
become completely factional, infiltrated by Sanacja and Trotskyite agents 
and taken over by anti-Soviet elements. The KPP was rehabilitated offi¬ 
cially in 1956 in a declaration by five communist parties (the CPSU and 
PZPR plus the Italian, Bulgarian and Finnish parties) at around the time 
of Nikita Khruschev’s Secret Speech to the Twentieth CPSU congress. 47 
The document declared that the KPP’s dissolution was ‘unjustified’ and 
provoked by false material provided by provocateurs. 48 

Why Stalin dissolved the KPP remains controversial. Weydenthal sup¬ 
ports the ‘contaminated’ party interpretation. The fruitless Stalinist search 
for a mole, who really existed - (KPP CC candidate member, Jozef Mitzen- 
macher, pseud. Jan Alfred Regula, died 1947) - drove the Stalinists to 








12 Poland and Russia 

SKTST; “IfT? OWSki h ” “f—" «* persuasive 

explanation. Stalin discarded ‘an ineffective and unreliable instrument’- 

d T Cr: opposition to a major new tack in his policy in the 

' By .. 1938 S ; alln that the KPP was incapable of efther delive.t 

, g S ^' aI,St revolutlon in Poland or acting as an unthinking and fully obe- 

hen Soyet agent. He was already envisaging a deal with nL Getmanyt 

mde! to prevent it from attacking the USSR as it was being encouraged to 

vak 1 ^oXme7r aSe r/ nt f° ,iCy ' and the hctra > al of Czechoslo- 

ine of ihe u Zl p ^ lhat thC KPP mi § ht obst ™ct his trump- 

which would h/™ P ° We n , th,OUgh a ra PP roch <’™»l with Nazi Germany 
which would be cemented by their mutual destruction of Poland The 

KI P, concludes Dziewanowski, ‘one of the last major victims of the great 

pu.ges, became one of the first victims of the Hitler-Stalin pact’ *■ S 

strucS\; h rhe de p d fH t0 deStr ° y thC KPP in A »B“* 1937 Stalin also 
6^990 ! V u natl ° nal minorit y ^ the USSR. Totalling only 
b.%220 accord,ng to the 1937 census, although independent esthnates 

tangt as high as 1.2 million, Polish peasants had suffered heavy repression 
nd mass deportation to Kazakhstan after 1928 due to their strong opposi 

vS Tb) north Sad0n ' N o KV ° ° rdCr m,mbCr 00485 was confined by the 
W (b politburo on 9 August 1937. An accompanying, 30-pagedong 

sealed letter signed by NKVD Head Nikolai Yezhov depictecT Stalinisf 

^POWa^L'tc^d n li ° n 0fa " WaikS ° f S ° Viet life ove1 ' two decades 
General Staff Wh T n V D f partmem fMlllta ''>' Intelligence) of the Polish 
Genual Staff. While all Poles were to be regarded as under suspicion of 

collaborating with ‘the Fascist-Insurgent, Espionage, Sabotage, Defeatist 
and Terrorist Activities of Polish Intelligence in the USSR six categories 
, eie s P e cified as needing particular attention’« In practice the Poles 

lively 11 in' P ? pul *' ion S rou P to be repressed collec- 

m ,!.P^ 1938 ° n lhe basis of nationality rather than class 
affiliation An accelerated procedure was adopted. Initially a dvoiha 

composed of a local NKVD officer and procurator, con loaned ’execufi^ 
by shooting and five- to ten-voar ’ , execution 

These semens / sentcnces Proposed by local investigators. 

1nH t sentences were typed up as information lists, every ten days or so 

automTdc° co°f K° r What apparcn,1 V was very mechanical, almost 

atic, confii mation by middle-ranking NKVD officials. This so-called 

mescale of the Polish Order was extended repeatedly from its oricHn -,1 
three-month period. As a result the VKP (b) politburo devolved senfenc 
mg prerogatives to local republican troikas (local party First Secretary 

p —“ D r d> - in 1938 £» 

operations and to clear the prisons. 

out'on^l 0811 " 13 ^ 1 ’ 3S a reSUh of the Polish Operation, 111000 
out of 143000 sentenced during 1937-1939 were shot, the highest per 

"p«Ted a Jabou? fflTh * f* « «* p »“ was ,L 

p.esstd and aboul a filth shoi.just ihis short period. This reflected 
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Stalin’s fear of a potential ‘Fifth Column’ and a dangerous neighbour in 
the period approaching the outbreak,of war as well as his hatred of 
Poland’s gentry-aristocratic, nationalist and democratic socialist elites. 
Soviet hysterical fears, typecast preconceptions and indoctrinated hatreds 
of the Polish Pans (gentlemen squires) carried over into the events of 
1939-1940. The process by which the PoWs were to be liquidated in 1940 
was tried and tested by such Stalinist NKVD actions as the Polish Opera¬ 
tion during the Great Terror which produced a type of anti-Polish 
template. 


Inter-war Polish-Soviet relations: the unresolved dimension 

Riga’s provisional character meant that Russo-Polish relations remained 
generally hostile during the inter-war period.’ 5 Poland signed a political 
and military alliance with France in 1921. 55 She became part of the cordon 
sanitnire blocking the emerging USSR from Western Europe. 57 Poland’s 
two hostile neighbours responded with the Treaty of Rapallo of 1922. 
They developed secret military collaboration during the 1920s as a con¬ 
sequence of their common interest in subjugating the saisomtaat (tempo¬ 
rary state) lying between them. 5 * 

Pilsudski, after his seizure of power in May 1926, however, faced less 
direct threats. He feared that Western Power rapprochement with Germany 
at Locarno in 1925 and the USSR’s re-incorporation in the Western secur¬ 
ity system and entry into the League of Nations in 1934 would be achieved 
at Poland’s expense. Pilsudski’s directives were implemented, after 1932, 
by Foreign Minister Jozef Beck, his closest agent amongst the Colonels.® 1 
Beck, recognising the unreliability of the French and the lack of interest 
of the British, attempted to ‘balance’ between the Great Powers. Poland’s 
‘Two Enemies’, Germany and the USSR, were considered equally danger¬ 
ous. Beck strengthened Poland’s tactical position by signing non-aggres¬ 
sion pacts with the USSR on 25 July 1932 and Nazi Germany on 26January 
1934. The Soviet pact fitted both partners into the emerging Collective 
Security and League of Nations framework, favoured by the then Soviet 
Foreign Minister, Maxim Litvinov. 6 " A symbolic gesture of good will it 
promised peaceful coexistence but only postponed fundamental prob¬ 
lems. 61 Sanacja (Pilsudski’s political camp) also felt threatened by France’s 
bilateral Treaty of Mutual Assistance of May 1935 with the USSR which 
downgraded the Franco-Polish alliance. Beck supported France over 
Hitler’s remilitarisation of the Rhineland in March 1936.” a But Anglo- 
French passivity demonstrated their unreliability and the need to continue 
the tactical detente with Berlin despite Soviet criticism. Marshal Smigly- 
Rydz, Pilsudski’s successor as commander of the Polish army, revived the 
Franco-Polish relationship through the Rambouillet Agreement of Sep¬ 
tember 1936. His adherence to Beck’s bilateral definition of the alliance 
precluded harmonisation of relations with the USSR. 13 
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Soviet propaganda painted Beck as Hitler’s lackey who would join in a 
Nazt onslaught on the USSR. This nonsensical picture was given the He bv 

wir„ s E :: r„^ ,Manc r ini93a why u was s ° **** - 

Western Europe needs explanation. The reason lies, primarily, in a welter 
of mtspercepuons about Poland, prevalent in European public opLion 

Shouhfh T SC K ° 01 ° f ,hoURht ’ fostered b y academics, who P really 
idea r kn ° Wn u CttCr ’ llke J° hn M aynard Keynes, also propagated the 
, , at Gennany had been harshly treated at Versailles.* 4 Others fol- 

lnbatanc^and U Dr ParU H 0ning P r °P aganda that th e Poles were 

nbalanced and p. e-modern revolutionaries, incapable of ruling them- 

“ r P thnT erS 1,fCo "“ tiTC s “ urit !' in the 1930, also had „„ pa.ie^e 
W th, Poland s opposition to the diktats of the Great Power Director 

ntei-war Poland was, then, charged variously with national megalomania 
excessive territorial ambitions, democratic anarchv until 1926 fol 
lowed by authoritarianism under Pitsudski, as well as bad treatment of 
national mrnorities. Unlike Czechoslovakia or Romania, whose^oTeign 

enthm^iticahTm'r 1 TltU, “ cga,ned P oli tical capital by subscribing 
an7hT f a ^ ° f NaUons shibb oIeths, Poland was regarded 

£ X o 0 u X as a nuisance by the Bri “ ^ p— 

Beck refused to subordinate himself to Franco-British appeasement poI 
cies which allowed Hitler in 1938 to carry out the AnschlmLf Austria Ld 
to gain the Sudetenland at Munich. Beck’s ‘parallel’ policy - ‘independ 

all'ThZh br 7 Ue mC,h0<iS *” 1S3S - him an 

, although somewhat undeserved, historical reputation It allowed 
pusillanimous and hypocritical Western statesmen fnd muddle-headed 

biR Nadtoir H°d° Ve h T fe " inP ° f gUi " a ‘ nW sa " di "!! “P 10 ■»' real 

g Nazi bu ly, Hitler, by discovering a convenient scapegoat. Beck sent a 
deiate ultimatum to Lithuania, merely demanding the resumption of 

mT °b?H C r re,at,0nS ’ ^ MarCh 1938 '* 5 Thc Poles a,so seized largely Polish- 

t.em P,?r r 7L'H T\° a : b n 1938 " bccame d ™'- ">« >hc 

deTended^i^mrm^f'th 3 "^ 06 ^ .^ zechos,ovagla - Both episodes could be 

the British an^F h C,r t0nCal backgrounds and circumstances; but 
e Bntish and French mixture of moral self-righteousness and suo- 

pressed guilt at weakness and failure to stand up to a major opponem 

eading to the betrayal of a civilised state produced a syndrome ofpsycho 

S ir: suffered ^ ** 

rictims of W mnTd particulariy when they were inconvenient 

corns or nistory and circumstances. 

Pilsudski’s successors, after his death in 1935 understood that a rm l 

massive terntoriai “ 

£? dtmZi IT n ltesmu * to the Re * b - The Poles knew that 
Po kh r a l n2,g and the extr a-territorial road across the 
olish Corridor to East Pntssia represented only the thin end of a verv 

long wedge. They hoped .ha, Hide, could he faced d„™ ,f Poland Tnd 
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the Western Allies were sufficiently firm but they had no illusions about 
Nazi Germany. Stefan Lubomirski, the Councillor in their Berlin embassy, 
declared that ‘Gdansk is obviously only a pretext for the Germans, behind 
which lies a huge plan of conquest’.** Beck rejected Hitler’s demands in a 
speech to the Sejm on 5 May 1939 emphasising Poland’s historical resolve 
to defend its national honour and to resist aggression. 'We in Poland do 
not accept the idea of peace at any price.’* 7 

On the other hand, when Hitler increased the pressure on Poland in 
Spring 1939 Beck, having gained the British guarantee of 31 March, saw 
equally great dangers in, even discussing a Soviet alliance.* 8 Smigly-Rydz is 
held to have expressed the Polish dilemma in the much-quoted phrase 
that ‘With the Germans, we risk our liberty, with the Russians our soul.’ As 
late as 26June Wactaw Grzybowski, the Polish ambassador in Moscow, reit¬ 
erated the Polish illusion that Russia would never allow a German victory 
over Poland nor accept a common frontier with Germany. 1 * 1 It is now clear 
that the Franco-British failure to negotiate an alliance with the USSR in 
Moscow in summer 1939 was only superficially occasioned by Poland’s 
effective veto of two crucial issues. 70 First, their acceptance of a Soviet 
guarantee, and second, the right of transit across Poland for Soviet forces 
either in reaction to, or to forestall, German aggression. Marshal Klimcntii 
Voroshilov put the latter question to the Anglo-French Mission in Moscow 
on 11 August. Called on to respond positively, in order to save the negoti¬ 
ations, Beck told the French ambassador in Warsaw that he was being 
asked to endorse ‘a new partition’: the Soviets would occupy eastern 
Poland but could not be relied on to fight or to leave. 71 

Short of writing a blank cheque for Stalin there is nothing that Beck or 
the Western Allies could have done, by then, to head off the accelerated 
pace of secret German-Soviet exchanges. 7 ' 7 These culminated in the signing 
of their non-aggression pact by Foreign Ministers Molotov and Ribbentrop 
on 23 August 1939 which allowed Hitler to secure his eastern rear for his 
attack on Poland which began on 1 September. 74 But Hitler gained more 
than mere Soviet neutrality for the destruction of the Versailles system and 
the green light to go ahead and unleash the Second World War.' 4 The 
secret protocol to the pact envisaged the Fourth Partition of Poland and 
delineated the respective German and Soviet spheres of interest (along the 
Rivers Narew, Vistula and San - the Pysa appeared in later documents). But 
its real significance was that it committed the new Allies to decide Poland’s 
fate and future division through mutual agreement. 
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2 The Sovietisation of East Poland 


Invasion and conquest 

The course of the German-Polish war of September 1939 does not 
concern us as much as why the USSR invaded on 17 September 1939 
to occupy the eastern half of Poland attributed to it by the 
Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact. John Erickson's answer is that Stalin moved 
somewhat earlier than he had intended to, and before he was fully pre- 

re T < ? cc t teinhardt ’ thG American ambassador in Moscow, considered that 
the USSR participated in this ‘Unholy Alliance’ as it feared being left out 
of the sharing of the spoils. 2 Despite brave resistance, an effective defence 
of Warsaw and a victory on the River Bzura, the Polish army had been out¬ 
manoeuvred and broken up by the German Blitzkrieg fairly quickly s 
Smigly-Rydz ordered his troops to fall back and to regroup in south east 
loland in his general order of 10 September. The aim was to defend a 
bridgehead with Romania on the River Dniester. 4 This failed to stop the 
Germans advancing rapidly into eastern Poland, especially towards Lwow 

in an attempt to encircle the Polish forces but it precipitated the Soviet 
invasion. 

Diplomatic formalities were carried out in the early morning of 17 Sep- 
tember. The Soviet deputy Foreign Minister, Vladimir Potemkin, handed 
t e Polish ambassador in Moscow, Grzybowski, a note (which he refused). 

I his stated that the disintegration and ‘internal bankruptcy’ of the Polish 
state had^ lendered all her international agreements with the USSR 
defunct. The Red Army had, therefore, moved to liberate its Ukrainian 
and Belarusan kinfolk. 6 Britain and France initially denounced the Soviet 
action as unjusdfied and promised that it would not affect their obliea- 
tions towards their Polish ally/ They also recognised legal continuity 

he Polish Government-in-Exile in Angers led by General Wladyslaw 
Sikorski in late September. 

Stalin told the German ambassador Friedrich von der Schulenberg, 
at theie was no place for an ‘independent residual Poland’ as a buffer 
state; friction between Germany and the USSR had to be avoided ‘in the 
final settlement of the Polish question’. 6 An interim demarcation agree- 
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ment thus separated out their military operations and envisaged a 
German retreat behind the Rivers Bug, Vistula and San/’ Stalin’s long¬ 
term territorial wishes were incorporated in the German-Soviet Boundary 
and Friendship Treaty (including three secret protocols) of 28 Septem¬ 
ber. 11 ’ One of the protocols, confirming Nazi-Soviet solidarity in suppress¬ 
ing all Polish opposition, was stated publicly in their joint governmental 
declaration, the same day. 11 Stalin exchanged ethnically Polish territories 
(basically Lublin province and a part of Warsaw province) between the 
Rivers Vistula and Bug (minus Suwalki) for Lithuania. He did so in order 
to allay Western susceptibilities about the annexation of indisputably 
Polish lands. 12 Stalin also gained German agreement to his future incorpo¬ 
ration of the Baltic States. In the short term, he returned the heavily 
Polish-inhabited Vilnius territory to Lithuania in the Soviet-Lithuanian 
agreement of 10 October 1939. German diplomats considered the 
German-Russian agreements ‘a permanent settlement ... a definitive 
resumption of their historical friendship’, eliminating differences over 
Poland ‘once and for all’. 13 

The Red Army attacked with overwhelming force along the whole 
length of the 900-milc-long frontier. Over half a million, building up to a 
million, troops and about 5000 tanks, were organised in two fronts, the 
Belarusan and the Ukrainian, and seven field armies. They were opposed 
by about 20000 lightly armed KOP (Korpus Ochrony Pogranicza) border 
guards led by Brigade-General Wilhelm Orlik-Riickemann. 14 More spor¬ 
adic resistance came from up to a quarter of a million disorganised Polish 
troops who had been pushed into eastern Poland by the German 
advances. 15 

Polish claims that the Soviet ‘stab in the back’ sabotaged a major fight 
back in the second stage of the Polish-German war can now be dis¬ 
counted. 16 Poland’s political and military leadership led by President 
Ignacy Moscicki, Prime Minister Felicjan Slawoj-Skladkowski, Foreign 
Minister Beck, the Commander-in-Chief Marshal Smigly-Rydz and the 
General Staff had already decided that the war was lost. 17 They were on 
the border at Kolomyja and Kuty and sought refuge in Romania during 
the night of 17-18 September. There, some were subsequently interned, 
as a result of German pressure, and not allowed to travel on to France as 
they had intended. 

Szawlowski states that ‘with its flagrant aggression of 17 September, the 
USSR committed a breach of at least five internadonal treaties, both bilat¬ 
eral and multilateral’. 18 Smigly-Rydz, after the above consultation with the 
President and the Prime Minister, however, decided against declaring war 
on the USSR and outright resistance to the Soviet invaders. His General 
Order, issued at 4 p.m. on 17 September, was, under the circumstances, 
bound to cause confusion. Polish forces were only to fight if engaged by, 
or called upon to surrender and disarm by, Soviet forces. Their primary 
aim was to seek shelter in Hungary and Romania as a preliminary to 
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Confusion reigned as to Soviet intentions. The Red Army, initially, pre- 
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tended that they were coming as liberators or even as Allies in an anti- 
German struggle. 20 Polish commanders organised increasing resistance as 
units were captured. Soviet atrocities occurred, especially against officers. 
The commander of the Grodno garrison which had resisted the Soviet 
advance stoutly, General Olszyna-Wilczyhski, was shot together with his 
adjutant, in full view of his wife and chauffeur, when caught fleeing in his 
car near the town of Sopockinie. 3 " 

Nevertheless, Soviet disinformation succeeded to the extent that the 
Poles often preferred to surrender to the Soviets, rather than to the 
Germans, notably in Lwow where an exchange of German and Soviet posi¬ 
tions occurred. The Soviets, however, failed to honour capitulation agree¬ 
ments. General Langner, the area commander, was, fooled into 
surrendering his officers to the tender mercies of the NKVD on 22 Sep¬ 
tember although most of the rank and file soldiers went free initially. 31 
The officers were rounded up, and eventually ended up in the Kozelsk 
camp, thus perishing at Katyn, despite the promise that they should be 
allowed to go home or to move on to Romania or Hungary. The troops of 
General Mieczyslaw Smorawifiski in Wlodzimierz Wolynski, despite signing 
a capitulation agreement allowing them to leave with full military honours 
for beyond the Bug, were rounded up on leaving the town and taken into 
captivity. 

Molotov admitted to the Supreme Soviet on 31 October that the ‘libera¬ 
tion’ of eastern Poland had cost the Red Army 737 killed and 1862 
wounded. 32 Polish specialists claim up to 3000 killed and 8000-10000 
wounded as well as the destruction of 100 Soviet tanks and armoured 
cars. 33 Polish military deaths are variously estimated at between 3000 and 
7000, with 20000 wounded. 34 An additional thousand to 2500 were 
executed or murdered in immediate reprisals by both Soviet and harass¬ 
ing Ukrainian nationalist forces. 38 Jaczynski lists a large number of such 
atrocities, notably cases of revenge for having offered resistance and the 
immediate execution of prisoners, especially of officers. The Soviets 
regarded resistance to them as illegitimate and claimed to be merely 
reclaiming their own West Ukraine and West Belarus. 38 Their fanning of 
anti-Polish social and national hatred also provoked something close to an 
ethnic civil war with the Ukrainians with communal atrocities and 
reprisals on all sides. 37 Symptomatically, such events have had incompar¬ 
ably less resonance in the West than the occasional Polish transgression 
under similar onset of war anarchic conditions such as Jedwabne in 
1941. 38 


The Soviet subjugation of incorporated East Poland, 
1939-1941 


As a result of the Fourth Partition of Poland the USSR gained 52.1 per 
cent of the territory and 38.1 per cent of the population of inter-war 
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should also note Andrei Vyshinsky’s threefold definition of the fate await¬ 
ing imprisoned or deported Poles under the Soviet judicial system: total 
confinement in corrective labour camps (GUIAG), direction to work in 
‘special settlements’ where limited freedom of movement within the local 
district was allowed, and exile where an individual worked and lived fairly 
normally under NKVD supervision. 50 

Academic study of the subject has, understandably, been heavily 
affected by the bitterness and hatred occasioned by these events and by 
the wider setting of the East-West conflict. Since the late 1980s, and cer¬ 
tainly since 1991, primary Soviet, as well as Polish communist, documenta¬ 
tion has become available to scholars. The vast Western academic and 
emigre literature of the Second World War and Cold War periods can, 
therefore, now be confronted with substantiated alternatives. The new 
‘official’ material, however, needs careful interpretation although such 
sources have not changed the well-established picture of the nature and 
functioning of the Soviet system overmuch. Official Soviet statistics on the 
number of victims of their ‘Terror’ are significantly, sometimes dramati¬ 
cally, lower than the estimates of ‘external’ observers. Volkogonov rightly 
says that ‘the Western and Polish media have given inaccurate figures on 
these deportations’. 51 

The repression of the Polish element, especially of anyone regarded as a 
leader in any way, started with immediate arrests as soon as the Red Army 
entered. Arrests mushroomed in a more systematic way across the length 
and breadth of the occupied territories right up to the German invasion in 
June 1941. They became mass roundups of specially selected categories des¬ 
ignated by the Soviet authorities. Those most at risk were Army officers who 
had evaded capture and returned home, individuals who had resisted the 
Soviet occupation, frontier crossers, 1920 war veterans and military settlers 
as well as political, social, trade union, religious and cultural figures and 
members of inter-war Polish organisations. The decapitation of the Polish 
elite and its organisational core was followed by the arrests of relatives, 
friends, collaborators and anyone named during interrogation. Lastly, 
terror moved on to its mass, and more random, phase. 

Most of those arrested were eventually executed, or sentenced to 
imprisonment, forced labour in a camp or administrative exile under any 
of the 14 clauses of article 58 of the Soviet Penal Code (and its Ukrainian 
and Belarusan equivalents). The most widely used paragraphs were 
number two which defined treason as any form of armed struggle against 
the USSR (punishable by death by shooting) and number thirteen which 
introduced the ideological crime of ‘historical counter-revolution’; the 
latter was applied retrospectively to veterans of the Polish-Soviet War and 
to any form of service in inter-war Poland which was defined as Fascist and 
contrary to working class interests. Paragraphs six on spying, ten on diver¬ 
sion anti anti-Soviet propaganda and fourteen on sabotage were also, 
much used. 
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The Soviet legal process was economical, to say the least, and has been 
well publicised by a vast literature.* 2 Alter intensive interrogation, often 
involving torture and violence, starvadon and other forms of abuse such as 

anrcLXmedb^r^-r 11 - 6 '' 1 " 6 bC P ro P oscd b y local investigators 
nd confirmed by troikas , special tribunals of three judicial and NKVD 

o icials, on the basis of the indictments and confessions thus prepared. 

he defendant was normally absent and learnt the sentence, normally five 

to eight years in a GULAG camp, only subsequently. Some of the death 

sentences were commuted to labour camp while many were postponed 

unul the spring 1940 clear out. The 11000 individuals facing P the death 

sentence in Ukrainian and Belarusan prisons, mendoned in Beria’s 

cateeore« T An° CUn If n • f ° r the 5 MarCh 1940 decision * com P°sed the latter 
category An authoritative report, prepared for the Polish Ministry of 

'invTrn f ° ° WS T 6111 RUSSmn SOU,CCS in arrivin S a t a total figure of 
107 140 arrestees between September 1939 and May 1941, 42662 in West 

Belarus and 64478 in West Ukraine,- Polish and Russian academics now 

generally accept that about 110000 Poles were arrested in this period in 
the two regions. 55 v 

After registering all males born between 1890 and 1921 by March 1940 
he Soviet authorities called up those born in 1917, 1918 and 1919 in Sep- 
tember, and the 1920, 1921 and 1922 cohorts in December. An estimated 
200000 were thus conscripted by this carefully prepared process. The 
population was, simultaneously, intimidated by threats of capital punish¬ 
ment for avoiding military service and reprisals against families * Con- 
senpuon meant physical control as well as actual removal of the most 

to S come S ThTih° f ^ P ° puladon from which opposition was most likely 
to come That they were not trusted by the Soviets is confirmed by the 

comba 1 t n un C f tl0 Th 0f ^^ lab ° Ur battalions > »<* Red Army 

down hv Inn , u re i ! C Z C ° Uld be bra * nwa shed, disciplined and worn 
down by long and hard labour under poor living conditions. 

ties !n|!\ WCrC f thl C , C maj °™ eS ofde Pormdon from the Eastern Territo- 
1939-mi«S °iac directed equally at the Baltic States) during 

whole fa mil' I'n * SCCd ° nS ° f the civil population, generally 

sideled nnl ;• W J° ,nt ° SOme CatCg0ry that the Sc)viet authorities con- 

harin, dnn l m T Cl ^ diS, ° yal - AS were "<* accused of 

hddTs PnW^ l y WCre nOC SUSCCpdble to bein g rounded up and 

held as PoWs, or to being arrested, sentenced or conscripted. The pro- 

don'hv ri" g WUb thCm t0 ° k thc intredibl >’ simple form of deporta¬ 
tion by administrative decree to various parts of the USSR. 

KKm\ C iT dC ° f depo,tadon was uniform and carried out by 4-Gstrong, 

b ™be C ,on^ OUPS ' JI! 7 T ,d bC W ° ken ’ giVCn limUed dme to P a <S 

smion * Tl l an ^ Y horsc “ drawn sled or cart to a railway 

in locked wJ e ^ ? b ? hCrded ° nt ° g °° dS ° r Catde trains and hcld 
ked wagons during the long journey east or north. The first deporta- 

ion on the night of 10-11 February 1940 according to older sources 
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carried away about 220000 (but only 138619 according to the Soviet 
NKVD document figures) mainly ethnic Polish military settlers, foresters 
and various supporters of Poland’s cause to the north of European Russia 
(Arkhangelsk oblast and Komi ASSR) and Siberia (Sverdlovsk, Omsk, 
Novosibirsk, Tobolsk and Krasnoyarsk oblasts),™ There they were hcld in 
NKVD-run special settlements and employed in forestry related activities. 

The second deportation on 13 April 1940 was directed at relatives of 
inmates of Soviet prisons and labour camps, of PoWs, in both the USSR 
and Germany, of internees in the Baltic States, as well as of those who had 
fled outside thc USSR. As most of the 59416 (suspiciously low new NKVD 
figures) to 320000 (old sources) deportees were women and children, this 
time, with low labour productivity, they were transported to village settle¬ 
ments, mainly in northern Kazakhstan, where they could maintain them¬ 
selves in the local economy. Wl The lower figure corresponds closely to the 
22000-25000 families of the victims of the 1940 massacre specified in the 
VKP (b) politburo decision of 5 March 1940." 1 Beria sent the republic 
Ministers of the Interior, Ivan Serov in the Ukraine and Lavrentii Tsanava 
in Belarus, detailed instructions on 7 March 1940 regarding the method 
of deportation and the supervision of the process by operational troikas. 52 
Beria defined family members as wife and children but also parents, sisters 
and brothers if they resided at the same address as the PoW. The same day 
Beria ordered Sopruncnko, his official in charge of the NKVD PoW 
department, to draw up, within a five day deadline, detailed alphabetic 
inventories of PoW relatives broken down by residence in German- and 
Soviet-occupied territory. 53 The result for Starobelsk was information on 
1662 families, drawn up by province, resident in German territory. The 
political aim of this deportation was to apply collective responsibility and 
to disperse into the wilderness individuals who had been aggrieved by the 
Soviet arrest of their relatives or who had actual or potential contacts with 
relatives who had fled abroad. The linkage with thc massacre of PoWs in 
the camps and republic prisons was obvious and direct. 

The third deportation, mainly carried out on 29 June 1940, was primar¬ 
ily directed at foreign nationals who had fled from thc German occupa¬ 
tion of western and central Poland. NKVD sources give a figure of 145000 
refugees from German-occupied Poland as well as 35000 detained 
attempting to cross over in the opposite direction. Both categories were 
normally sentenced to between three and eight years in a labour camp. 
About three-fifths of the 180000 (new figures) to 240000 (old sources) 
deportees were Jewish while the rest were Polish. As there was a suffi¬ 
ciently high proportion of men this time, they were directed to NKVD run 
mining and forestiy projects in Siberia and Arkhangelsk. 

The fourth and last major wave of deportation was mainly from the 
Baltic States which were occupied by the Red Army in June 1940 and 
incorporated into the USSR soon afterwards. The much-publicised depor¬ 
tation instructions for the NKVD aimed to eliminate anti-Soviet elements 
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in the broadest sense; it covered 11 well-known categories ranging from 
ormer Czanst officials and policemen, White Russian officials and sol- 
ters and members of anti-Soviet parties to Esperantists and philatelists'" 4 
Deportauons started on 13 June 1941 and rolled on until drey were inter¬ 
rupted by the German invasion on 22 June 1941. Polish communities in 
Lithuania, especially in Vilnius and Kaunas, were targeted particularly 
heavily, as were residual Poles in West Belarus. They formed a significant 

.SSSmn V TT! y eStimated 8700 °- 91 000 (new figures, of which 
34000-44 000 were Poles) to 200000-300000 (older sources) involved in 

f? de P° mtlo m There is evidence that the Baltic States were initially 
scheduled to suffer massacre and deportation immediately after the same 
processes had been completed against the Poles in 1940. For unknown 
reasons repression was postponed for a year. It was then, interrupted by 
German invasion. r ’ 

There has been considerable controversy over the number of Poles 

rhe°ni» ne mann f r ° r another > mossed the inter-war Riga frontier into 
I £ iR . prope ; dunng 1939-1941. The issue is complicated further by 
the difficulty in differentiating between ethnic ‘Poles’ and ‘Polish’ lews on 
t le one hand and Ukrainians, Belarusans and others (often of Polish cit¬ 
izenship) making up the total deported. The problem of contrasting 
and QV1C definitions of citizenship is best illustrated by 
38 0?0 f p ! PO ?!oL WhiCh ’ according to old estimates, transported 

if f °°° a S u an D , 8 T JeWS ’ m ° St ° f Wh ° m had Polish citizenship and 
ntifiecl wnh Poland. How the latter should be counted has caused 
muc i debate and was politically contentious. The Soviets, after summer 
941, applied an ethnic definition of Polishness excluding Ukrainians 
Belarusans and some Jews from their amnesty and the right to emigrate. 

98000oTh° that the four ma i or deportations involved between 

980000 and 1080000 individuals. Poles were hardest hit because they 

were distrusted most by the Soviets along a wider range of ethnic, social! 
educational and historical dimensions than any other group. One of 
lemaszko s estimates, that 13.3 per cent of all Poles, defined by mother 
tongue were deported, was previously considered inadequate as it pro- 

193 C 9 S 19^ Ut h 50 T,r°If S dep ° rted from the Ea s te rn Territories during 
- 3J 1941 about half the earlier accepted figure. 66 Scholar have in the 

past started with Bogdan Podoski’s 1945 figures, produced by the Culture 
and Press Department of the Polish Army Second Corps in Italy He 

t0tal ° f 1 692000 indhdduals ^ 114000 permanent resid¬ 
ents, 336000 refugees and 242000 soldiers), of which 58 per cent were 
olish speakers, removed in this period from the Soviet-incorporated 
territories. Wielhorski also arrives at a similar figure of 1 050000 Poles 

rani ^ ° f 14 ® 2000 “ Cross’s figure is in the middle 

theor'hefp T 10n ° f 9 PCr CCnt ° f thS P°P ulation - in contradistinction to 
half« S « e , mig :' e e * Umates which ran g e U P to over a million and a 
‘ . Significantly, the Katyn survivor Professor Swianiewicz, with his 
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strong personal grasp of Soviet realities, favours a figure at the bottom of 
the range, 880 000. 7W 

Since 1991 the above figures, which dominated the academic and polit¬ 
ical consciousness in the West for four decades, have had to be revised 
downwards, very dramatically, in the light of new Russian documentation. 
The NKVD figures reported to Beria and Stalin have been checked by the 
Polish and Soviet dissident organisations KARTA and Memorial and 
found to be generally reliable. 71 The new Polish-Russian academic con¬ 
sensus starts with the rock bottom figure that ‘only’ about 320000 Poles 
were deported into the USSR proper during 1939-1941. 72 

The final destruction of the Polish presence in the borderlands started 
with Stalin’s purges in the 1930s and continued right up until the frontier 
changes and population transfers of 1945-1946. Sizeable Polish minori¬ 
ties, and, arguably, historical, religious and cultural residues, still remain 
in Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine, but they are mere shadows of their 
historical forebears. Older Polish sources roughly agreed on the following 
figures for the various types of repression of Poles involved in this vast 
historical process of national reconstruction; 1114000 permanent resid¬ 
ents of the Eastern Territories and 336000 refugees (from German- 
occupied Poland) deported; 210000 conscripted and also consigned to 
the nether regions of the USSR; 250000 individually arrested civilians 
imprisoned throughout the USSR; and finally, 181 000 PoWs captured in 
1939, including the 14700 held in Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov, to 
which should be added another 15000 PoWs deported from Lithuania in 
1940. 73 To this figure, which already comes to well over two million, are 
often added the Poles deported from Soviet border areas and generally 
repressed in Belarus and the Ukraine in the 1930s. 74 The highly contrast¬ 
ing Russian document-based, lowest possible figures are 98000 arrested, 
320000 deported and 43000 interned as PoWs. 75 The evidence therefore 
suggests that the Soviets undoubtedly smashed the political, social and cul¬ 
tural bases of Polish domination in the Eastern Territories during 
1939-1941. They made a significant start on their ethnic cleansing of the 
Polish element which was completed at the end of the Second World War. 

Nazi-Stalinist collaboration to destroy occupied Poland 

The German-Soviet agreements of 1939 allowed the partners to destroy and 
partition Poland and to establish a common frontier. This also provided the 
Nazis, especially the SS, with the conditions for ‘a dress rehearsal’ for later 
full blown genocidal violence and policies against Slavs. 76 Having gained 
Stalin as an ally and secured his rear, Hitler could carry out his air campaign 
against Britain and the successful conquest of Denmark, Norway, the Low 
Countries and France in spring 1940. The Comintern swung the inter¬ 
national communist movement against the war dividing the French Com¬ 
munist Party. Hitler’s gains are obvious - the conquest of Western Europe 








30 The Sovietisation of East Poland 

(apart from Britain) and half of Poland as well as a free hand in Central 

has refuted sS C n l kanS ' P °f 1991 doc umentation and academic debate 
has refuted Stalin s claims to have utilised the additional time of 1030-104] 

for strengthening the USSR before the Nazi onslaught of 1041 ” ' 

■ _’ n / he mter - war P eriod German-Soviet collaboration assumed 

Reich - Raw mTt" 110 ! dlmcnsions whidl generally favoured the 

suDid^M T° m SUCh aS oil > ir °n, copper, nickel and grain 

Zc I inf n r S * ,hiS «* “-"“balanced bv 

, c ict benelits in diawmg on German military technology cspcciallv air- 

craft, tanks and the import of equipment and munitions. 7 ” 

It is uncontentious that the Allies of 1939-1941 were held together hv 

ti m :t“ ,erest ;"prr g ' in ** ™ 

Western LjInrf'Dh B e "'I'" '' ,hey COn,rolled Th « Nazi, annexed 
remainder Th r V T established a General-Gouvernement in the 

tonic resenlJm t P °h y ^ rccon «ruction was predicated on Teu- 
. 1 settlement, the extermination of all Polish elites as well as lews and 

lab!>m^Weh C ““I SU ^ JU - ation of the rcst of the Slav population to slave 
labour. We have already examined the similar methods of terror used in 

Sovietmng and destroying the Polishness of the erstwhile Eastern Territo- 

occa^on ifttle fund 10 " 1 ' Tbe f K Well - know " as P<*ts of Nazi and Soviet rule 

svedhe detl h M Th u CXCCpt ab ° Ut statisdcal P^ameters and 

ism concerned^ dlscuss *o« has, however, since the fall of commun- 
sm, concerned their degree of direct collaboration and coordination 
Khiuschev notes that the Ukraine NKVD chief, Serov, met regularly with 
Gestapo represenialives to discuss Polish PoW exchanges and hints that 
other topics were discussed.* 1 8 tnat 

Some German-Soviet actions that seem coordinated in time were the 
multancous arrests of Polish professors in the Krakow Jagicilonian and 

LZTT" 1°t!t 193a Whether thcre >”<«■■<« 'inC 

between he Soviet Apr,1-May 1940 massacre and the A-B Aktion 
(Ausserordcnthche Befriedungsaktion) carried out by the Nazis in the 
General-Gouvemement from May-September 1940 has been much 
discussed - The latter was also directed primarily at Poland s feadershi^ 

shooting S Tf li a " d Pr ° dUCed n ° tab,e ma$SaCreS SUCh as th * 
noting and l.m.il of 1700 prominent Poles in the Palmijv forest outside 

Warsaw. A, leas, an equal number of P„,ish politicians, aeadem and 

epresentattves of cnltnra, „fe were murdered a, the same time ah os" r 

in W P e S s, J,ru°;:„Vwru^ ^ ““ 

ledieTZ'ZZ™ WOid “ h Matmki - “ th ,heir un P ara lIelcd know, 
sion tf l, PoB h S r doeumentation, argue that the Nazi-Soviet repres- 

demonsmate? „ h “"'f T’ °" ly mmuaUy "S"** ™ h»» been 
demonstrated in this chapter, but also coordinated in some important 
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respects.** The linkage between the April-May massacre of PoWs and the 
second deportation of April 1940 directed at the relatives of Poles in both 
Soviet and German imprisonment has always been striking.* 1 Three meet¬ 
ings between Gestapo and NKVD specialists concerned with combating 
Polish resistance certainly occurred in Lwow in October 1939, Krakow in 
January 1940 and Zakopane in March 1940.® Lebedeva and Materski 
stress the significance of Beria’s order of 7 March 1940 to the head of the 
NKVD Main Department for PoWs, This ordered Soprunenko to draw up 
a register of the relatives of PoWs - defined as wife, children, parents, 
brothers and sisters - resident in the German as well as Soviet, occupied 
parts of Poland.Lebedeva and Materski subsequently uncovered evid¬ 
ence that the Germans had compiled similar lists in their own PoW 
camps.* 7 As these had been exchanged through their respective diplo¬ 
matic channels they surmise that the exchange of mutual services must 
have been on the basis of a formal agreement between their police ser¬ 
vices. Whether anti-Polish collaboration went any deeper has not been 
confirmed by any German documentation.** Further Russian primary evid¬ 
ence on this tantalising question may or may not exist, and, if it does, is 
unlikely to be revealed until further clemocratisation occurs in Russia. 
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3 The Stalinist Terror and prisoner 
of war system 


The nature of the Stalinist beast 

Comparative communist, including Soviet, studies were riven from the 
1960s onwards by the debate about the concept of totalitarianism. Simpli¬ 
fying enormously, one school of thought followed Leonard Schapiro’s 
argument that the essence of communism was that its blend of 
Marxist-Leninist ideology and communist party practice produced an 
unending quest for total control over all walks of life. 1 The varieties of dif¬ 
ferent types of fully established communism in 16 different countries 
following Tito’s defiance of Stalin in 1948 and significant changes within 
individual systems over time convinced many specialists that the concept 
was being stretched far too much. Could totalitarianism be relative or 
comparative within the framework of Hannah Arendt’s ideal type, as refor¬ 
mulated by Schapiro? 

There was, subsequendy, a return to the older political studies idea of 
the authoritarian system. 2 This trend was aided by the flexibility 
of Friedrich and Brzezinski’s six point syndrome. 3 The framework of 
Marxist-Leninist ideology, the leading role of a disciplined communist 
party, police repression and monopolies over the economy, mass media 
and educational systems and weaponry could be, and were, revised and 
pulled in all directions. The empirical evidence of elite, bureaucratic, 
social and intellectual-cultural pluralism and the decline of police Terror 
in Eastern Europe could thus be accommodated. 4 The emergence of 
various forms of protest and reform currents produced new interpreta¬ 
tions of revised balances between the communist party state and society 
such as the concept of the ‘oppositionless state’. Just as a polycentric 
pattern emerged in the international relations between communist states, 
so by 1980 a varied spectrum of types of domestic communist political 
system ranged from Stalinist totalitarianism in Albania and North Korea to 
pluralist, even democratising, authoritarianism in Yugoslavia, and in dif¬ 
ferent ways in Poland and Hungary. 5 

A key point about the exclusive totalitarian approach was that it allied 
with right-wing Reagan-Thatcher rhetoric in the 1980s and mobilised 
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bottom-up. Stalin is reinterpreted as the spokesman, almost agent, of a 
new stratum of managerially inclined party apparatchiks who replaced - 
exterminated is the more correct term - the ideologically dominated Old 
Bolshevik generation. James Burnham’s insight of the managerial state 
blends with Stalinism as a form of modernity competing with Western 
equivalents." Stalinists within their peculiar mind-sets applied rational 
managerial criteria to running the Police State, to eliminating all opposi¬ 
tion and to achieving goals. All this is the opposite of Hannah Arendt’s 
characterisation of Stalinist totalitarianism as a fundamentally psychotic 
drive subordinating the individual and intermediate organisations into an 
undifferentiated mass ruled by the dictator and his agents. The argument 
that the new leadership generation headed by Molotov, Malenkov, Beria, 
Kaganovich and their ilk at the different levels of Soviet power and society 
were Stalin’s ‘willing executioners’ is valid enough. The impression that 
he became their prisoner, and could not have done otherwise is, however, 
highly debatable. I agree with E.A. Rees on the purposive character of the 
interplay between radical policies and the organisational building of High 
Stalinism in its totalitarian form after 1928. 12 The new social history of the 
1930s has demolished older Arendtian concepts of the political monolith 
and total social atomisation. It has revealed the complex, and somewhat 
autonomous, nature of the forces in play. But the new revisionism has not 
shown that Stalin was incapable of being the wholly decisive element in 
the decision to cany out the 1940 massacre of Poles. 13 On the other hand, 
the recent emphasis on ‘participatory totalitarianism’ explains why the 
Stalinist regime went through intensive interrogation-confessional as well 
as legal-judicial procedures rather than simply massacring its victims 
without formalities. 14 Foreign observers noted that the systemic need to 
maintain legitimacy and internal motivation produced a gigantic ‘system 
of bluff designed ‘to hide the reality from foreigners’ but also justifying 
‘that reality at home’. 15 

By coincidence, the communist party archives of the Smolensk region, 
where the Katyn massacre took place, were captured by the invading 
Germans, although in a somewhat damaged and unreliable form. They 
found their way, thereafter, to America. Unfortunately, they do not 
contain much on local NKVD personnel, organisation and practices as 
that body’s archives were highly centralised in Moscow. Merle Fainsod’s 
classic study also only covers the inter-war period although he demon¬ 
strates the dynamic interaction between the party organisation, the secur¬ 
ity agencies and the local population, even at the height of the Great 
Terror."’ Abarinov confirms that only the party archives fell into German 
hands; the NKVD oblast records were either destroyed or transported 
back to Moscow before the German invasion. 17 What has been learnt 
about NKVD institutional practices since 1990, however, suggests that his 
surmise that the Smolensk NKVD records contain anything relevant to 
Katyn is erroneous. 
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The People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD) was established 
by the Bolsheviks at the outset of their rule. The secret police or Cheka 
initially the GPU/OGPU, was not always subordinate to, or part of the 
NKVD and became an all-powerful and separate body at times. The NKVD 
which concerns our subject was, however, re-established in July 1934 
when the OGPU was incorporated within it. This became Stalin’s main 
instrument of Terror under Genrikh Yagoda and Nikolai Yezhov.' 8 
Lavrenti! Bern, a Mingrelian Georgian, assumed control in December 
He brought in supporters such as Merkulov, Kobulov and Tsanava, 
the so-called ‘Georgian Gang’, although not all of them, such as Milshtein, 
were necessarily ethnic Georgian. The NKVD continued as such until 
Apnl 1943 (with a break from February to July 1941) when the security 
becarae inde pendent of NKVD control under the successive NKGB 
MVD and MGB labels. 19 The security police during 1939-1940 were con¬ 
trolled by the Main Administration of State Security (GUGB) of the 
NKVD. In theory, this was merely an NKVD department. In practice it was 
infinitely more significant than the other NKVD Main Administrations for 
F ™ n r tl " and Internal Troops (GUKV), Corrective Labour Camps 
(GULAG) and the ordinary police or Militia. Conquest defines the GUGB 
^ entral core and overwhelmingly predominant element in the 
NKVD. Its departments (Political, Economic, Special, Operations, 
Foreign and Transport) were generally more powerful than whole Main 
Administrations such as that for Special Camps (DPA), set up by Beria in 
September 1939, which concerns us directly in this study. 

The Soviet system never had death camps like the Nazi ones at 
Auschwitz-Birkenau, Belzec, Majdanek, Sobobor and Treblinka in the 
General-Gouvemement whose sole purpose was the rapid and efficient exter¬ 
mination of large numbers of human beings according to an industrial 
process of lulling and disposal. Many writers, notably Conquest, however, 
suggest that the Soviet labour camps, particularly those in the Far North 
Eastern Kolyma and Komi regions situated on the Arctic Ocean, assumed 
something close to this function after 1936 and that around threemiarters 
of the Poles sent there died in 1940-1941 « Minority nationalities within 
the USSR, such as the Poles and Ukrainians, sentenced to hard labour or 
katorga, were most at risk of a purposive Soviet policy of being worked to 
death under poor living conditions. Conquest surmises that death rates 
per annum in the camps, even under non -katorga conditions, could have 
reached 20 per cent and that around a quarter of the Polish deportees to 
Kazakhstan perished. Stalin and the NKVD, therefore, had quite an effi¬ 
cient and cheap alternative to outright massacre, particularly as the exten¬ 
sive character of Soviet industrialisation produced a growing labour 
s oitage. Phis circumstance makes it harder to explain why mass execu¬ 
tion of the Polish officers and policemen, however exceptional, rather 
than the Arctic labour camp option, was resorted to by Stalin. The Rose- 
hekl Wheatcroft debate and the new Soviet documentation has revised 
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downwards most earlier estimates of the numbers held as slave labour in 
prison camps. 23 One may thus conclude that Kolyma represen led an 
exceptional case which peaked during the Second World War. 

It is now generally agreed that Conquest’s older figure of 20 million, let 
alone Medvedev’s sensationalist figure of 40 million ‘excess deaths’ for the 
Stalinist period probably has to be reduced, like the figures for the 
1940-1941 Polish deportations, by a factor of around three. The top 
estimate is now that anything between four and seven million Soviet cit¬ 
izens, out of a total of about 24 million repressed (executed, imprisoned 
in labour camps or deported to restricted settlement), over the whole 
period, were shot during 1929-1953; even that figure includes additional, 
ad hoc and not always properly sentenced and recorded Second World 
War executions. 24 

NKVD executions, of individuals, or of smallish numbers per night, 
took place in the basement cellars of their internal prisons on a regular 
and ongoing basis as penal-judicial investigations were completed and 
confirmed. Mass executions in outside locations were the exception, not 
the rule, even during the peak 1936-1941 period. They were resorted to 
when prisoner numbers escalated out of control as a result of some drive 
against communist-party-designated enemies. The best-known mass execu¬ 
tion and burial sites have been found at Kuropaty outside Minsk and Vin¬ 
nitsa and Bykovna in the Ukraine. Within Russia, Merridale suggests that 
the huge sprawling municipal cemeteries of Butova and Kommunarka in 
South Moscow and Levashova and Preobrazhenskoe in Leningrad were 
used by the NKVD to bury victims alongside normal civil usage. She sur¬ 
mises that most major cities had ‘a sinister new earthwork in its outskirts’ 
covering NKVD burial sites after 1936.® Like our specific cases of the 
Kharkov forest-park, Katyn and Mednoe, burial areas were enclosed and 
turned into forbidden zones under NKVD surveillance. 

Soviet treatment of PoWs captured in Eastern Poland 

The Soviet Union’s invasion and occupation of Eastern Poland in Septem¬ 
ber 1939 was a clear act of aggression in international law. It contravened 
its signed obligations under the 1932 Non-Aggression Pact with Poland 
and the 1933 London Convention on the Definition of the Aggressor. But 
the Soviets did not declare war, nor did the Poles respond with a declara¬ 
tion of war. As a result there was confusion over the status of soldiers 
taken captive and whether they qualified for treatment as PoWs.* Jurists 
consider that the absence of a formal declaration of war does not absolve 
a power from the obligations of civilised conduct towards PoWs. On the 
contrary, failure to do so makes those involved, both leaders and opera¬ 
tional subordinates, liable to charges of War Crimes and Crimes against 
Humanity. 27 These principles, stated by the Allied victors at Nuremberg, 
have been re-iterated in the post-1990 Yugoslav conflicts. 
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It should also be noted that the institution of ‘Protecting Power’, a 
neutral country assuming the responsibilities of care for the PoWs of 
another country involved in conflict, did not apply to Poles in Soviet cap¬ 
tivity during 1939-1941. The British embassy in Moscow, formally looked 
after Polish interests in the USSR after September 1939 but was prevented 
from fulfilling this obligation. The Americans felt that representations by 
them on the ‘deplorable’ condition of both military and Chilian Polish 
prisoners in the USSR would be rejected by the Soviets, so they did not 
make any. 33 The International Red Cross was not allowed to carry out its 
international duties of care over PoWs in any way. The USSR declared that 
it was not bound to allow Red Cross supervision of PoWs on its territory as 
it had not signed the 1929 Convention on the Treatment of PoWs and did 
not recognise the Hague Conventions. 

Polish PoWs, when captured, were disarmed and held for a short initial 
period by the Red Army. As soon as practicable, they were handed over 
directly to the NKVD whose control over them lasted until August 1941. 
This openly contravened the Hague and Geneva Convention principles 
that governments and their armed forces not the security police, should 
be responsible for PoWs. Red Army treatment of captives depended upon 
the conditions of war. It ranged from reprisals such as torture, humilia¬ 
tion, robbery and killings through shooting or bayoneting at one extreme 
to the immediate liberation of rankers at the other. Officers were invari¬ 
ably held and sent up the line for questioning by senior Red Army, and 
subsequently NKVD, officers. The varied treatment of PoWs in this initial 
stage was also openly at variance with the humanitarian principles and 
living conditions laid down in the ‘Regulations for the Treatment of 
PoWs’ approved by the Soviet Council of Ministers. 34 One presumes that 
these regulations were designed as part of the Soviet ‘big lie’ for propa¬ 
ganda and ‘external’ use. They also reflected regime self-delusion and its 
tendency to apply the principle of declaring that black was white as self¬ 
justification. 

The NKVD Escort Guards were put on a military footing from the 
outset. The Minister of Defence, Klimentii Voroshilov, ordered the Red 
Army Military Councils on 19 September to evacuate captives, through 
back roads in order to avoid clogging up the main military effort. They 
were to be handed over to the NKVD at the old frontier who would convey 
them to the Kozelsk and Putivl distributor or filtration camps. 35 Given 
wartime conditions, prisoners’ treatment was extremely poor, and often 
harrowing, en route to the designated collection camps close to the nearest 
wide gauge railway stations. 36 Here they were handed over to the NKVD 
Department for Prisoners of War who searched and registered them and 
began the process of selection by appropriate categories. Officers, police¬ 
men, state officials and whoever was recognised as counter-revolutionary 
were separated from NCOs and rankers. Medical and sanitary conditions 
as well as food and accommodation were extremely primitive in these 
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the system, Beria, sent Molotov (chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars) proposals, as early as 17 September, ostensibly on behalf of 
the Red Army Staff. Eight collection camps were to be established in the 
Belarus and Kiev military districts along with two distributor camps at 
Kozelsk and Putivl." The politburo also confirmed his proposal to put the 
NKVD Escort Guards on a war footing. 45 These moves indicated that the 
Soviet leadership decided from the outset that the Polish officer and 
police PoWs and their camps would be handled by the NKVD, and not by 
the Red Army, as laid down in international law. 

Thus empowered by Stalin, Beria set about organising a Main Depart¬ 
ment for Prisoner of War Affairs (DPA) within the Ministiy of Internal 
Affairs (NKVD) in his Order of 19 September; its functions were set out in 
its statute of the same day. 41 ’ The DPA was quite separate from the NKVD 
Main Department for Correctional Labour Camps (GULAG). The new 
department was originally attributed 56 posts - the Head and his two 
deputies, a 12-strong secretariat, an 8-strong Political Department and 4 
special sub-departments for Special Affairs (8 posts). Records and Regis¬ 
tration (10), Supply (8) and Sanitation (6). Beria delegated direct over¬ 
sight of the DPA to his Deputy-Minister of Internal Affairs, Vasilii 
Vasilevich Chernyshev. He appointed Major of State Security Petr Kar¬ 
povich Soprunenko as the department’s Head with Semen Moiseevich 
Nekhoreshev as Political Commissar. Ivan Ivanovich Khokhlov and Iosif 
Mikhailovich Polukhin were appointed as Deputy-Heads of the Depart¬ 
ment, with the latter being put in charge of the security guards. 

Beria also ordered the appropriate NKVD oblast executives, together 
with GUIAiG representatives, to establish eight PoW camps and appointed 
their commandants and commissars. We will focus on three of these 
NKVD-run special camps - Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov - as the 
centre of our concerns in this study. Together with the other five - 
Yukhnov (usually referred to as Pavlishtchev-Bor in Russian or Pawlisczew 
Bor in Polish), Putivl, Kozelchanskii, Yuzbskii and Oranskii - they were 
initially designated as distributor and filtering, just as much as holding, 
camps. Two other camps were also established at Gryazovets and Vologda 
soon afterwards. Soprunenko and Nekhoreshev worked out a model 
statute, approved by Chernyshev on 23 September, regulating the func¬ 
tions, organisation and personnel of a PoW camp. 47 

While these organisational arrangements were being implemented 
policy towards the PoWs underwent a number of twists and turns. The Red 
Army and NKVD leaderships were, initially, overwhelmed by the vast 
numbers of PoWs. Their concern, to lessen pressure on limited resources, 
and to utilise PoW labour power as rapidly as possible, was reflected in a 
draft resolution presented on 2 October by Beria and Mckhlis to the VKP 
(b) GC Secretary, Andrei Zhdanov. 48 Their main proposals were the 
release of Belarusan and Ukrainian ordinary-ranking PoWs resident in 
Belarus and Ukraine; to assign 25000 PoWs to complete the building of 
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the Nowogrod Wolynski-Korzec-Lwow road by the end of December; to 
organise a separate camp for officers; and to hold the most senior officers 
(lieutenant-colonel to general) and high state and military officials sepa¬ 
rately from the remaining officer ranks; similar segregation was to be 
applied to intelligence, counter-intelligence and police functionaries, 
prison guards and gendarmes. PoWs originating from the German- 
occupied part of Poland were also to be grouped separately, prior to nego¬ 
tiations with Germany about their return. An expanded and more detailed 
draft was submitted to Stalin and approved by the politburo on 3 
October. The politburo also resolved the following day that the Military 
Councils of the Ukrainian and Belarusan Fronts should have the power of 
confirming death penalties on Poles sentenced for counter-revolutionary 
activity. Polish prisoners were thus sentenced and held in prisons in the 
Ukraine and Belarus until they shared the same fate in April-May 1940 as 
their colleagues sent on to the camps. Others were transported to 
other camps, and in due course retrieved, and directed on to Kozelsk and 
Starobelsk. 50 

The filtering and segregation principle was applied by Beria directly in 
subsequent orders which specified PoW categories to be sent to individual 
camps. 51 Senior officers and officials were to go to Starobelsk and the 
spies, police and prison guards to Ostashkov (plus military settlers, junior 
officers and rankers not qualifying for release to the occupied territories 
as laid down by Soprunenko on 29 October). The original plan was to 
group ordinary' rankers from German-occupied territories in Kozelsk and 
1 utivl. In late October it was decided to exchange ordinary rankers from 
the German-occupied territories and to direct the remainder to work in 
camps run by the Ministry of Ferrous Metallurgy. Kozelsk arrived at its 
final designation as a camp for officers and higher state and military offi¬ 
cials at this time. The organisation, life and characteristics of these three 
special camps will be discussed more fully, later. Three further important 
issues need to be discussed at this point - PoW releases, exchanges with 
the Germans and utilisation as forced labour. 

In order to cope with the flood of prisoners being taken by the Red 
Army Chernyshev specified, on 7 October, the categories to be released 
on the spot, and the methods of their release home. 52 Only ordinary 
ranks, resident in West Belarus and West Ukraine, were to be freed. 
Orders for the military' commanders striedy forbad the release of officers 
and directed that they should be sought out rigorously by the Red Army 
and handed over to the NKVD. 5 * PoWs already detained and sent on to 
the camps were covered by the politburo decision of 3 October. As a result 
of these decisions about a third of all PoWs held bv the NKVD were 
released during October-November, the bulk of whom went by 18 
October. Just under half of the 42400 released were ethnic Polish. 

The principle that the Germans and Soviets should exchange each 
other s Polish PoWs, originally resident in the other’s occupied part of 


Stalinist Terror and prisoner of war system 45 

Poland, was not specified in the secret protocols to the agreement of 28 
September 1939. It emerged after that as part of their growing coopera¬ 
tion to destroy Poland. Stalin had already provided Hitler with a sweetener 
by returning some hundred German communists who had sought refuge 
in the USSR to the tender mercies of Nazi concentration camps. Their 
handing over at Brest-Litovsk provided early practice for the NKVD and 
Gestapo to work out the technique of prisoner exchanges. Beria and 
Mekhlis drew Stalin's attention, in early October, to the need to segregate 
the Polish PoWs according to occupation /.one. The Kozelsk and Putivl 
camps were rapidly designated for this holding purpose although few were 
sent to the latter. Beria estimated, on 11 October, that about 33000, 
mainly Polish, rankers, were subject to exchange with the Germans. 54 A 
report, submitted to him by Soprunenko on the 8th, indicated that 6928 
in this category were held in Ostashkov, 5470 in Kozelsk, 5030 in Yukhnov, 
3521 in Yuzhskii, only 1219 in Putivl, and between 1573 and 2593 in the 
remaining camps.’ 5 The politburo approved Beria’s proposal to start 
immediate negotiations with the Germans over the PoW exchange, on 13 
October. 

Beria’s initiative responded to a German Fourth Army offer, on 11 
October, to hand over about 20000 Polish PoWs of ethnic Belarusan and 
Ukrainian origins whose homes were in Belarus and the West Ukraine. 
This was supported by the German Military Attache in Moscow who pro¬ 
posed a mutual exchange of their PoWs according to the criterion of zone 
of permanent residence. Subsequent discussions between Potemkin and 
Schulenberg agreed that the exchanges should take place at Brzesc-on- 
the-Bug and Jagodzin close to Dorohusk. 55 

The NKVD planners ordered their agents involved in the exchange to 
check the personal documents of the incomers rigorously in order to 
identify their designated counter-revolutionary categories of officers, intel¬ 
ligence agents, police, prison guards and gendarmes. These were to be 
sent to the Yukhnov and Yuzhshkii camps. 57 The outgoers were to be 
handed over by the Red Army but they were transported to the frontier by 
NKVD Escort Troops in railway cattle wagons/”* They do not seem to have 
made a very good job as they failed to arrive by agreed dates, were defi¬ 
cient in feeding their prisoners and, above all, committed the cardinal 
Soviet sin of allowing 85 PoWs to escape from the first convoy and 24 from 
the second. 59 The exchanges began on 30 October, the day after the 
delayed arrival of the German Exchange Commission, and continued 
until 23 November. The Soviets handed over 42492 PoWs, 24670 at Brzesc 
and 17822 at Jagodzin, over 90 per cent of whom were ethnic Poles. The 
Germans during the same period managed to hand over only 13757 
PoWs, 10409 at Brzesc and 3348 at Jagodzin.*’ 

Soprunenko’s statement, that all the prisoners accepted by the Soviets 
from the German-occupied zone were allowed to go home after question¬ 
ing, is untrue. Some were released, as the NKVD could not cope with 
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holding and feeding the additional inflow, at peak. Most, if not all, were 
arrested by the NKVD soon afterwards and a large number were sent 
directly to labour camps. Those identified as counter-revolutionaries were 
arrested and held in prisons. Their ultimate fates were decided by the 
interrogation and sentencing process. 

In the end the Soviets disposed of three times as many PoWs to the 
Gennans as the other way around, thus gaining a substantial saving in 
resources. In my view, which counters the previous Polish academic con¬ 
sensus, tins was the prime consideration for politicians and war planners 
on both sides. The dominant recent explanation for the ‘Final Solution’ 
of the Jews is that overwhelming population overcrowding in the General- 
Gouvemement led the Nazis to choose the option of industrially organised 
extermination. 1 The evidence that the Soviets won out in the PoW 
exchange is that subsequent German efforts in April 1940 to renew the 
process by returning more of the Poles, which they held from the Soviet- 
occupied territories, including Lithuania, were resisted strenuously 62 The 
Gennans probably allowed themselves to be caught out in this way in the 
first, and only major, round of PoW exchange because of their pressing 
need for slave labour. Why the Soviets failed to take the opportunity of 
ridding themselves of at least some of the junior Polish officers at this 
stage also still has to be explained.® 

As early as 25 September, the Interior Ministry had ordered that 25000 
PoWs be assigned to the building of the Nowogrod Wolynski-Lwow road 64 
Only about 15000 were officially directed for that purpose. But 10300 
rankers and junior officers were sent to work in iron, copper and man¬ 
ganese mines as well as in quarries in East Ukraine run by the Ministry of 
Ferrous Metallurgy. There they were held under extremely poor living 
and working conditions in three main camps. 65 It is true that the inter- 
ministenal agreement of 14 October 1939 between the Ferrous Metallurgy 
and Interior Ministries, covering a force of 10000-11000, laid down that 
they be paid the equivalent rates of free hired labour* That such hard 
and dangerous labour was not a particularly attractive proposition under 
wartime conditions is shown by the fiasco of subsequent efforts to convert 
them to contractual free labour status. A report of 19 January 1940 by a 
government inspection commission stated that only 1541 PoWs were paid 
by piece-rate; a mere 158 longer-term contract agreements had been 
signed in the Krivoi Rog basin. The bulk of PoWs showed their dissatisfac- 
tion with the conditions, which the commission, privately, accepted as jus¬ 
tified, through regular work stoppages in the form of refusal to leave 
camp for work and malingering. 67 There were major work stoppages 
against the Soviet rejection of demands to be released home from Christ¬ 
mas Day onwards. The camp authorities reacted, initially, to the refusal to 
work with about 250 arrests and sent leading troublemakers to Ostashkov 
The Soviet leadership took the Polish refusal to collaborate, in what by 
Stalinist standards was a fair offer, very badly. They concluded that if 
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Polish ordinary ranks proved so obsdnate, there was even less chance that 
officers would cooperate. They therefore wound up the East Ukraine 
labour camps in May 1940 just as the main massacre was ending. 68 About 
8000 PoWs were transferred to GULAG camps in sub-Polar north eastern 
European Russia. There, they were forced to work, with considerable 
loss of life and great damage to health, on the construction of the main 
Northern-Pechora railway line.® About 2000 were rewarded for being 
more cooperative by being sent to the Rowno labour camp and work on 
road building projects in Eastern Galicia. 70 

By the end of November 1939 the official Soviet number of PoWs held 
in all NKVD camps was 39600 while the end of year figure was 38710. The 
three special camps of Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov held 15087 of 
the former while another 23623 were held in labour camps. The process 
of segregating officers to Kozelsk and Starobelsk and policemen and asso¬ 
ciated categories to Ostashkov was so far advanced as to be almost com¬ 
plete. It then became possible for the NKVD to concentrate on its main 
political function - euphemistically termed ‘the operational-Chekhist ser¬ 
vicing of PoWs’. Before we examine that, however, we need to discuss the 
specific context of the three main special camps which held the PoWs des¬ 
tined to be massacred. 

The special camps 

Commandants were formally in full control and responsible for everything 
in their camps but in practice they were subordinate to a whole host of 
party-state and NKVD policy-making and control-checking officials. As 
usual in the Soviet system, they were supervised by the camp political com¬ 
missar and overseen by the Heads of DPA departments and their inspec¬ 
tors as well as by the territorial NKVD executives. The commandants were 
Vasilii Korolev in Kozelsk, Alexandr Berezkov in Starobelsk and Pavel F. 
Borisovets in Ostashkov. Their respective commissars were Mikhail 
Alexeev, Mikhail Kirshin and Ivan V. Yurasov. Such functionaries were not 
particularly distinguished in terms of intellect, character or personality. 
Korolev, for example, was criticised for incompetence, lack of dynamism 
and poor leadership. 71 Kirshin and the Kozelsk Special Department Head, 
Pavel Borisov, were accused of drunkenness and of lacking authority. 72 
Their replacement was proposed by various DPA inspectors but only 
Borisov and an Economic Department official were actually dismissed. 
Soprunenko preferred to maintain continuity and strengthened the 
Komendatura with DPA and NKVD provincial agents. 73 The latter overshad¬ 
owed commandants as did the heads of the camp Special Departments, 
Hans A. Ejlman (Borisov’s successor) in Kozelsk, Mikhail Lebedev in 
Starobelsk and Grigorii V. Korytov in Ostashkov. 

Beria’s Order 0308 of 19 September 1939 laid down the organisation 
and personnel framework for the camps and specified that there should 
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be 134 camp officials per 10000 PoWs. 7 * The commandant was to have a 
deputy, an assistant and three duty orderlies. The camp chancellery (12 
posts) was to oversee the following departments - Special (9), Political 

, Recoids and Registration (13), Supply (19), Financial (5) and Sanita¬ 
tion (7) as well as fire fighting and internal security teams. NKVD inspec¬ 
tor reported on the generally low professional and moral level of the 
camp functionaries. They found difficulty in coping with their profes¬ 
sional duties, especially in records, and were often dissatisfied with their 
iclegation m career terms from the cities to the camps. 78 DPA inspectors’ 
reports are littered with criticisms of the camps’ senior officials and pro¬ 
posals that they be replaced. 

The camp guards, composed of older army reservists and local inhabit¬ 
ants, were poorly equipped and clothed. Their superiors complained of 
their tendency to get corrupted by getting too close to the PoWs by 
running errands and providing minor senates for them in exchange for 
jewellery, watches, clothing and the like. Although the Soviets did not 
recognise the Geneva Convention rights to PoW self-government they 
tolerated it in practice. Camp and block/barrack Seniors (Elders) were 
appioved, even in the collection camps, in order to provide liaison and 
cooidination. The Komendalura also decreased their own administrative 
and service burdens by allowing PoWs to provide for themselves in eveiy- 
dav aspects of life. 

Kozelsk 

The most widely known Second World War Polish PoW camp is Kozelsk 

“ Cred hlmates WI ' e discovered and exhumed at Katyn in 
• 43. The similar fate of their compatriots at Starobelsk and Ostashkov 
came out into the full light of day only in the 1990s. Kozelsk is situated in 
Smolensk oblast on the Smolensk-Bryansk-Tula railway line, about 150 

1° a p mh C3S ' ° f Smolensk ‘ The ^11-known Polish aristocratic 

ft a ! P . UZy "f famlhes had substantial estates there during the 
1 onsh-Lithuaman Commonwealth. 

The PoW camp was established in early October 1939 and was wound 
up in July 1941. It was situated about five miles from the railway station 
am three miles from the town in what during the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth had been a fortified monastery with walls, four towers and 
a wffie gate. In the Soviet period this had been converted into the Corky 
iest home. The buildings were made up of two quite separate parts The 
ex-monastery grounds were made up of four closed and run down Orthm 
dox churches and what had originally been housing for clergy and pil- 
gnms. About aOO yards away, separated from the former by a wood lay the 
skit or hermitage, a complex of huts for Eremite monks, where Felix 
ostoyevsky had stayed. This had been turned into a rest home for 
mothers with young children. The layout of the PoW camp was, therefore, 
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well suited for the long-term Soviet purpose of isolating, in the monastery, 
PoWs originating from German-occupied territory and Lithuania from 
those coming from the Soviet-occupied areas who were held in the her¬ 
mitage. In late summer 1939 machine guns were placed in the four 
towers, elevated sentry' boxes were constructed between them and the 
whole terrain was surrounded by barbed wire. 

The Kozelsk camp was initially inundated with up to 12000 prisoners, 
mainly rankers, captured in the September invasion. The bulk of these 
were either exchanged with the Germans or sent to labour camps. Most of 
the civilians, notably priests and court and procuracy officials, were also 
moved to Ostashkov with the designation of Kozelsk as an officers’ camp. 
By the end of November the camp’s population had stabilised at around 
4700 while the officer inflows (4727 during November) from other camps 
had transformed its composition. This lessened the camp's overcrowding, 
and living conditions improved considerably. It became an overwhelm¬ 
ingly officers’ camp. Four generals, Stanislaw Bohaterowicz, Henryk 
Minkiewicz-Odrowqz, Mieczyslaw Smorawinski and Jerzy Wolkowicki, as 
well as rear-admiral Ksawery Czernicki were detained in Kozelsk. Just 
before its evacuation it held 330 majors, lieutenant-colonels and colonels 
plus 15 naval captains, 647 army captains and another 3480 lieutenants 
and ensigns. Military' officers thus totalled 4477 out of the 4599 inmates. 
The latter included five ordinary ranks and nine military chaplains. The 
107 non-military personnel were composed of 61 state officials, 37 
refugees and nine landowners. 

Kozelsk also held the one woman to be murdered from the camps in 
the massacre. Sub-lieutenant Janina Lewandowska (born 1910), a pilot in 
the Polish air force, was the daughter of General Jozef Dowbor-Musnicki. 
Her father was hated by the Bolsheviks and she was transported out of 
Kozelsk to perish at Katyn. At the age of 20 she had become the first 
woman in Europe to parachute from a height of over five kilometres. She 
also had a beautiful and charismatic singing voice which gained her the 
soubriquet of the ‘Poznan nightingale’. Lewandowska had separate quar¬ 
ters and played a full part in the camp’s conspiratorial and religious life 
for which she suffered a period of camp detention. 7 ' A purely fictional 
American piece of Katyn literature imagines her camp life and death.™ 

A DPA report of 1 December admitted that much work still had to be 
done to make Kozelsk suitable as an officers’ camp.™ The conversion of 
the wooden bunk beds from three- to two-level ones had been completed 
satisfactorily. The camp’s buildings were, however, not suited for winter 
healing. Sanitary conditions were uneven while there were numerous 
shortfalls, in food, clothing and water supply because of inefficient pumps. 
These deficiencies in the camp’s domestic economy had necessitated the 
replacement of the Deputy Gommandant. Ghanges had also been 
required in the Records Department although a file had already been 
drawn up for each PoW and photographing and fingerprinting was in 
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train. The strongly patriotic and religious character of most officers was 
being countered by political work amongst the PoWs - the screening of 
* oviet films, the availability of Soviet newspapers and question and answer 
sessions on current issues. 

Starobelsk 

Starobelsk was a smallish county town in Voroshilovgrad (now Lugansk) 
oblast in the eastern part of the Ukrainian SSR. It is situated about 160 
miles to the south east of Kharkov on the River Ajdar. The PoW caniD 
established in early October, was located in the substantial rectangular 
grounds (about 15 acres) of an ex-Orthodox convent and seminary and 
surrounded by a 1.7-metre-high wall.- This in turn was surrounded by a 
threc-metre-wide defence zone and a barbed wire fence. There were ten 
internal sentry posts equipped with searchlights and machine guns. 
Sixteen of the enclosed, and very run down, 22 buildings, which included 
a disused Orthodox church, cottages, sheds, barns and stables, were 
uulised for PoW occupation. Survivors’ accounts confirm that the original 
accommodation was extremely cramped and flea-ridden. Facilities were 
initially very poor. Services such as latrines, water tanks and baths had to 
be built and serviced by the prisoners’ own labour. 81 The Poles noted 
bullet-scarred walls and bones - signs of executions from the Bolshevik 
Revolution and Civil War. Rotting wooden bunks indicated that the build¬ 
ings had been used, subsequently, as either a prison or milita.y barracks 
, , ] °" d ' t ' 0ns bccamc tolerable only towards mid-November after Staro¬ 
belsk had been designated as the main holding camp for officers. The vast 
initial inflow of rankers was transferred elsewhere. The camp population 
decreased from 6000, and stabilised at under 4000. Almost all of them 
were officers including most of the air force and Gas Institute personnel 
taken P ns ™er. Just before the evacuation began Starobelsk held eight 
gencrais, 497 between the ranks of major and colonel, 843 captains and 
2527junior ranks. As 3884 (including nine military chaplains) out of 3893 
inmates were military officers, Starobelsk was even more heavily an offi¬ 
cers camp than Kozelsk. 

The camp authorities utilised 300 PoWs, working a 14-hour day in 
ovember to build two additional barracks, with two-level wooden beds 
housing 1040. The larger church, which had been used as a gran ai v and 
whose grain had been exported to Germany, was also later emptied and 

Ha7e "'ll [ ^ ThC dght generals (Leon BiUewicz, Stanisfaw 

Haller, Aleksander Kowalewski, Kazimicrz Lukowski, Konstanty Plisowski 

Slkorski > Leonard Skicrski and Piotr Skuratowicz) were isolated 

Wrov !ir S ? P T;; tely ln the tOWn in 3 house on the co ™er of October and 
Kirov streets. All were to perish in Kharkov. 82 


Ostashkov 
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The town of Ostashkov, situated in Kalinin (now Tver) oblast, was once 
famous for leather manufacturing. It lies north west of Kalinin on the 
railway line between Great Luki and Bologoe. The camp was situated 
about nine miles from the town, again in the grounds of an ex-monastery, 
but one that this time was situated on the five-hectare-large Stolbnoi 
Island in Lake Seliger. 85 Saint Nil had lived in a hermitage and was buried 
there. The Romance-style monastery built on the island in 1864 and the 
seminary became the centre of a large religious community. Pilgrims, such 
as Czarina Alexandra, wife of Czar Nicholas II, visited his shrine. The 
monks were killed and the cult forbidden by the Bolsheviks during the 
Revolution. The island abounded with Polish connections. The monastery 
was built by the forced labour of 1863-1864 insurrectionists. Prisoners of 
the Polish-Soviet wars of 1919-1920 were held there until the Treaty of 
Riga. After that, like Kozelsk, it was converted into a rest home (and 
aquatic sports centre) before being turned into a camp for Japanese PoWs 
in 1939. The Polish prisoners were forced to work in 1939-1940 on the 
construction of a high embankment and a wooden bridge linking the 
island to the mainland. 

Ostashkov was a general holding camp for Polish PoWs of all ranks 
from early October onwards. There was a tendency from the outset for 
civilians arrested for aiding the Polish Army and for officials to be sent 
there. At peak the camp held just under 8400. The number of inmates was 
reduced to 6600 by late November through the exchanges with the 
Germans and the release of civilians and rankers resident in the Occupied 
Territories. The transfer of officers and ordinary soldiers elsewhere was 
accelerated after Ostashkov was designated as the main camp for police¬ 
men, border (KOP) and prison guards, gendarmes and state and judicial 
officials. 

Prisoners were accommodated in a complex of 22 PoW blocks con¬ 
verted from single-storey, decaying and flea-ridden ex-monastic buildings 
surrounding the Orthodox church. The area was enclosed by a wooden 
and barbed wire fence with the camp administration being located in 
buildings outside it. A DPA inspector’s report criticised poor camp secur¬ 
ity. It was not surrounded entirely by a barbed wire fence and was com¬ 
pletely without searchlights. The camp administration was not coping with 
the pressing accommodation, domestic economic and socio-cultural prob¬ 
lems of the prisoners while staff were incompetent, corrupt and poorly 
motivated.* -1 Tishkov was dismayed by the ‘chaotic state’ of the records 
department as nobody knew the exact number of PoWs in the camp. He 
recommended (in vain) that police reservists, ordinary-ranking KOP 
border guards and rescive officers belonging to the working intelligentsia, 
from Soviet-controlled territory, be released after scrupulous interroga¬ 
tion to identify those involved in anti-Soviet espionage. 
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PoW numbers and composition 

Table 1 shows that the numbers in the three special camps stabilised by 
late November, once their initial functions as collection camps had 
passed. Overall, totals did not vary much until the final liquidation began 
in early April 1940. This, however, conceals considerable inflows and out¬ 
flows during December and January as the DPA became increasingly rigor¬ 
ous in specifying and defining the categories to be held in them. The 15 
March figures of 4594 in Kozelsk, 3896 in Starobelsk and 6364 in 
Ostashkov total 14854. 

Table 2 (page 53) shows that Kozelsk and Starobelsk held 8337 military 
officers, of the rank of ensign and lieutenant and above, as of 1 April, just 
before the massacre began. But only 837 (plus an admiral and the 17 
naval captains) were majors or higher, 1490 were captains while over 
three-quarters, 6009, were junior officers of the various grades of lieu¬ 
tenant and ensign-cadet rank. 85 This peculiarly skewed composition is, 
partly, explained by the higher percentage of senior officers falling into 
German captivity. This feature provides prima facie preliminary evidence 
that the massacre occurred, for whatever reasons, before the NKVD selec¬ 
tion process was complete. It also suggests that the massacre was not 
aimed primarily to eliminate Poland’s officer corps , so much as to weaken 
its general leadership elite. 

The reason why Poland's general elite suffered so heavily is that a high 
percentage of the officers in the two camps were reservists (2252 in Staro¬ 
belsk alone, mainly from German-occupied territory) and retired officers, 
a very high proportion of whom were university graduates. The three 
camps held about 800 medical doctors, 88 110 university professors and aca¬ 
demics, 87 1000 lawyers as well as numerous vets, writers, and journalists. As 
the ‘flower of the Polish intelligentsia’, they had played important roles in 
all walks of inter-war Poland’s public life and would have constituted an 
important source of opposition to Sovietisation. 88 Madajczyk states that the 
professional officer corps of the Polish Army was about 18500 in May 


Table 1 Number of PoWs in NKVD special camps 


Day /month 
1939/1940 

Total all 
camps 

Total three 
special camps 

Kozelsk 

Starobelsk 

Ostashkov 

29 November 

39331 

14 948 

4718 

3907 

5959 

31 December 

38710 

15087 

4766 

3916 

6291 

9January 

38368 

15079 

4663 

3916 

6286 

20 January 

38254 

14971 

4665 

3913 

6278 

4 February 

38117 

14990 

4702 

3910 

6378 

22 February 

38007 

14888 

4609 

3908 

6371 

ib March 

37666 

14854 

4594 

3896 

6364 


Source: Adapted from KDZ, 1, appendix 1. 


Table 2 Composition of the three special camps 
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1939. The country also had another 60000 reserve officers aged under 50 
39500 reserve ensigns and 12000 retired officers liable to general mobil¬ 
isation. He estimates that over 9000 found themselves in Soviet and 19000 
in German captivity while another 10000 escaped to the West and the 
Middle East.* 1 

If the composition of Kozelsk and Starobelsk was fairly straightforward, 
that of the least studied, Ostashkov, brims with anomalies reflecting Soviet 
uncertainties. The fact that 4924 out of its 6360 inmates, just prior to the 
massacre, were ordinaiy policemen of the lowest rank, probably reflects 
the Soviet over-estimation of their role, even in a semi-authoritarian 
system such as Sanacja Poland. On the other hand there were only 17° 
police officers of sub-lieutenant rank or higher and 3109 NCOs compared 
with 2265 ordinary-ranking policemen* The corresponding figures for 
gendarmes (military policemen) were 55, 6 and 63, and 8, 60 and 98 for 
pnson guards. 91 The remaining categories demonstrate that Ostashkov 
was something of a dustbin for a number of individuals which the NKVD 
was not quite sure how to deal with. Significantly, the vast effort of NKVD 
interrogations unearthed only nine spies and what they described as 
provocateurs. It is also unclear whether there was any direct personal 
ammus against the 166 prison guards and 23 prison officials because of 
their involvement against inter-war Soviet agents.® Likewise it is not clear 
whether the 35 military settlers were all war veterans who suffered collect¬ 
ive and symbolic responsibility for 1920 and Polish settlement in the 
Eastern Territories. The purely civilian category of landowners and state 
officials seem to have been located in the other two camps while the 
ie ogees (border crossers) were divided equally between Kozelsk and 
Ostashkov. Given time, all the different categories would, no doubt, have 
been decanted into separate camps. As almost all were shot after trans- 
poitation from individual locations one concludes that the general cat- 
egmy of class enemy and anti-Soviet counter-revolutionary prevailed over 
mdividual sub-distinctions. 

Although inter-war Poland’s population included about one-third 
national minorities the final national composition of the three Special 
amps was overwhelmingly Polish. At the end of February 1940, 3828 out 
of3908 Starobelsk inmates were Poles compared with a mere 71 Jews, four 
Ukrainians and individuals of five other nationalities (Bulgarian, Latvian, 
Lithuanian, German and Hungarian). The equivalent figures for Kozelsk 
were 4347 Poles out of a total of 4486, plus 89 jews, 23 Belarusans, 11 
Germans, six Ukrainians, one Czech and one Georgian. 9 * There were 6013 
oles out of 6072 Ostashkov inmates while 28 were Belarusans, 23 Ukraini- 

f?®’ a tw ° Russians and two Czechs." Poles thus totalled 

88 out of 14456 or 98.1 per cent. The caveat to this is that around 900 
of those massacred may have been heavily Polonised or secularised indi¬ 
viduals of Jewish origins while about 40 of the Giyazovets suivivors fell into 
this category. 
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One should also note that while the three special camps are usually 
described as PoW institutions they also .held a number of civilians whom 
the Soviets designated as class enemies and counter-revolutionaries. 
Soprunenko’s note of 3 March 1940 gives their number as 148 including 
24 priests, 11 large landowners, 71 high state officials, 35 settlers, three 
factory owners and tradesmen and four others* 

Deaths, suicides and escapes 

The Nazis pioneered the model extermination camps for Jews and gypsies 
while large numbers of inmates were also killed in their concentration camps 
through purposive, as well its casual, individual violence by guards, starvation, 
sickness and hard labour. The Soviets did not use equivalent death camps to 
the Nazi ones. Soviet labour camps in the climatically harsh regions of 
Siberia and Northern European Russia were designed for the purpose of 
breaking and wearing down, and perhaps eventually killing off, individuals. 
Polish sources claim a wastage (death) rate of anything between 25 and 60 
per cent per annum in 1940-1941 for their PoWs held there. It is, therefore, 
significant that the regime in the special camps from November 1939 to 
March 1940, while by no means comfortable, was not specifically designed to 
kill or grind down. Its insufficiencies were criticised by the DPA and. gener¬ 
ally, reflected Soviet poverty and administrative incompetence. Prisoners, up 
to the rank of major, were forced into heavy labour, contrary to international 
conventions, both in building and maintaining camp facilities and outside 
on lumbering tasks. A Kozelsk survivor and medical doctor, reported later, 
that the behaviour of the Soviet authorities was ’on the whole correct’; the 
main problem was insufficient and unsatisfactory food. 97 Overall, one gets 
the clear impression that despite such hardships the special camps’ main 
purpose was to provide a favourable environment for the primary Chekhist 
tasks of propaganda, indoctrination, interrogation, provocation and the 
selection of human material which could be useful for Soviet purposes. 

Although sanitary conditions were initially very primitive they improved 
slowly, if only as a result of the PoWs’ own efforts and labour. Medical 
facilities were also put in place. The Kozelsk camp hospital, for example, 
eventually had 90 beds. A whole raft of camp reports to the DPA reveal a 
picture of extensive and fairly competent treatment, hampered by the lack 
of sufficient drugs and medicine, of the more common illnesses such as 
influenza and stomach problems, along with the consequences of poor 
hygiene and flea-ridden conditions. Pneumonia and tuberculosis were 
more difficult to treat given insufficient heating, poor food and inade¬ 
quate clothing. The authorities did their best to prevent epidemics by pro¬ 
viding vaccination against typhus, dysenteiy and smallpox, especially in 
Starobelsk. Significantly, Soviet doctors are widely praised in Polish PoW 
memoirs for their humane, sympathetic and open Slavic approach, 
particularly with their Polish medical colleagues. 










56 Stalinist Terror and prisoner of war system 

, A !; € Z di l K t ?; l ’’ dcleS 11 and 12 of the Geneva Convention food rations 
or PoWs should be the same as those in the armed forces of the holding 
power. In practice the Polish PoWs received basic amounts of bread, por 

flight ^ T P and tC t SUpplcmCn,cd by irregular amounts of salted 

extremelvTJ Tt He ' pin & of meat ( usua % horsemeat) were 

extremely rare The meals, prepared by the Poles themselves, whose cooks 

ablv’ onll brilliantly in a difficult situation, had to be eaten uncomfort- 

ramn w ^ The main problem was food pilfering by 

p P workers . whose own rauons were barely better than those of the 
_oWs, especially of shortage items such as sugar, flour and butter. Con- 
i ons worsened after the Finnish-Soviet War broke out when insufficient 
“ S , ""f hunger weakened PoW resistance to sickness. The 

poor quality of what the camp authorities alleged to their superiors to be a 
fully sufficient noodle soup provoked protest in the form of a refusal to 

ni k ,oan afcf kS (numbers 10 > 15 20) in Starobelsk on 28 

ober 1939. Shortages, and breaks in supplies, worsened during the 
winter causing another food strike, this time in Kozelsk, on 21 January 
T 40 against a particularly evil smelling barszcz (beetroot soup). 1 " 1 

7 report by the DPA Sanitary- Department Head, Sokolov, to Nekhore- 
shev on 21 February 1940 reveals that 60 PoWs died during the months of 
Octobu, November and December in all the NKVD camps. 102 Twenty-five 
died in the three special camps, the highest mortality (16) being in 
Ostashkov because of its higher number of older inmates, while six died 
in Starobelsk and three in Kozelsk. Or the 60 that died in total, 14 died 

himTt 12 fr ° m tllberculosis ’ efcht from dysentery, six from 

burst ulcers, four apiece from infections and heart problems, three from 

cancer and nine from other causes. The most widespread illnesses were 

ra I U Hn Za h. nf St a° n Pr ° blemS (especiall y in November when the sickness 
rate doubled) and a variety of skin diseases. Two leading Polish specialists 

however, calculate that 40 PoWs died in Ostashkov and 32 in Starobelsk 
up to the moment that the massacre began. 103 On the other hand a sur¬ 
vivor s account claimed that 92 prisoners died in Ostashkov between 
October 1939 and April 1940." M 

J m “ de ™ rare ’ and cons »dered impomnt enough to merit a direct 

7arhl !° r Cna ' !" the followin g case. A 41-year-old ensign, Bazyli 
acharski, hanged himself on his belt in Kozelsk on the morning 0/2 

rom'h. f aS , a >« I” 1 ] ° f fCCling Slr ° ngl y de P re ssed at being separated 
from his family^ A doctor apparently attempted to cut his throat with a 

wZfaked'aM^, ° C ‘° ber b "' ,h ' NKVD CM ' dud « 1 > h « •“* 

ca^urirfa ,h ° NK r ICi “| Cn!hip “ Cre abs ° luKl ^ P ara "» id obou, 

3 Z 7‘ c<,m P lcl '= '“>«•»■' of all inmates from the outside 

Zm There ! ^ T"* ‘ '* Um,,er ° f «1>« »*» 

small. There is no evidence m the NKVD documentation of a single suc¬ 
cessful escape from our three special camps. 100 Apparently the Poles were 
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lulled into a false sense of security by the prospect of repatriation either to 
their homes or even to a neutral countiy or the West. It had also, initially, 
been relatively easy to escape from the collection camps during the first 
two to three weeks of captivity. 107 A mentally disturbed prisoner, Jozef 
Augustyn, was shot dead by a sentry at Starobelsk on 11 October when he 
ventured out into the warning zone and refused to stop when called upon 
to do $o. m Two other thwarted escape attempts from Starobelsk and the 
buying of civilian clothes by officers in Kozelsk in preparation for 
attempted escapes were reported by mid-November 1939. 100 The first 
serious escape attempt from Kozelsk was by two sub-lieutenants, Julian 
Michnicwicz and Zenon Rymaszewski, on 7 December 1939. The NKVD 
report states that they were assisted by a Lithuanian (Antoni Balulis) who 
had been imprisoned for spying against Poland in the 1930s. 110 The likeli¬ 
hood is that he betrayed them as he survived the massacre and was sent to 
Gryazovets. Ostashkov reported that no escapes had taken place up to 
mid-December but made much of escape talk by PoWs, presumably con¬ 
veyed by an informer. 111 Another informer in Ostashkov alerted the camp 
authorities to an escape by a policeman and a gendarme on 5 March 1940. 
The two escapees actually got as far as 15 miles away from the camp before 
being captured by collective farm workers. 112 The most serious escape 
attempt in Kozelsk occurred on 16 March 1940 when five PoWs were 
caught in the act of fleeing the ‘Skit’, again on the basis of betrayal by an 
inside informer. 113 The fear of the planning and preparation of escapes by 
their PoWs loomed large in the consciousness of camp komendaturas and 
their superiors. Much attention, including provocation, was devoted to 
uncovering even the initial discussion of such activity. As will be noted, the 
NKVD recruited a network of informers in all three camps who reported 
the words as well as the actions of PoWs. 

Correspondence 

PoWs were guaranteed the right to correspondence by articles 36-40 of 
the Hague Convention. This was in practice impossible during the confu¬ 
sion of the September Campaign and the vast PoW inflows of the distribu¬ 
tor camp phase. It was, therefore, only on 20 October, when the situation 
had settled somewhat, that the Soviet authorities agreed that correspon¬ 
dence could be sent and received. The NKVD did so as it hoped to gather 
additional information about PoWs’ views, their relatives’ addresses and 
situations and foreign contacts from this source. 114 One of their provoca¬ 
tions in late December 1939 worked on the rumour, which they spread, 
that prisoners who obtained foreign visas would be released and allowed 
to leave the USSR. This encouraged the PoWs to write to friends and rela¬ 
tives, however distant, in foreign countries requesting them to arrange 
such exit documents. 115 The names and addresses were duly noted by 
camp special departments in the prisoners’ files. The usual Soviet ‘big lie’ 
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mechanism also applied in regard to addresses. The return address for 

Wlsk PoWs, for example, was the Gorky Rest Home, Smolensk oblast 
Post Box 12! 

In practice, incoming and outgoing mail was censored by a political 
o beer in each of the camp’s special departments. As the camps had insuf¬ 
ficient personnel with the required knowledge of the Polish language the 
Red Army made up the shortfall by supplying a number of their transla¬ 
tors. Despite this the checking of correspondence resulted in long delays. 
Consequently, the PoWs never knew whether their letter had gone out, 
and if so in what censored form. This was the main complaint by the 
btaiobelsk colonels who demanded that PoWs be informed if mail had 
been confiscated and who also wanted the right to send correspondence 
once a week, not once a month. 1 The volume of correspondence was 
quite heavy, though. About 50000 letters and cards were sent out of Staro- 
belsk and 110000 communications were received by it from October 1939 
to arch 1940. On the other hand censorship was not as watertight as 
desired by the DPA. The military settlers in Ostashkov got wind of the 
deportation of their families. 117 

The emotional and psychological importance of correspondence is 
C °K?™!n"\ aI1 the purees. 1,8 Some of the correspondence has been 
published. As one would expect, it is heavily dominated by personal and 
family matters and sheds little additional light on camp conditions and 

An interesting footnote to this aspect is provided by the case of the 
Starobelsk translator D. Chekholskii who sent out 30-40 letters to relatives 
in April 1940 while the massacre was taking place. 1 ® He also replied to rel¬ 
atives queries in June assuring them that the PoW was healthy and that 
they should send inquiries to the DPA address at 2 Dzerzhinsky Square in 
Moscow. Chekholskii was, apparently, dismissed in June 1940. This might 
have been another case of NKVD misinformation although, it transpires 
from their correspondence, that Kirshin and Soprunenko either did not 
know about it or disowned his initiative. Some of the incoming correspon- 
ence after Apnl was sent to the Belarusan and Ukrainian NKVD to assist 
them m taking measures against any Polish relatives of the murdered 

oWs who had not, as yet, been deported to Kazakhstan from their 
regions. 

The cessation of correspondence and rumours that the camps had 
been evacuated also gave rise to a large volume of inquiries by organisa- 
uons and individuals outside the USSR. The International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent, for example, sent Soprunenko on 1 July 1940 a list of 
names of 220 PoWs whose whereabouts were being sought by relatives 121 

h r:t r < Ref ! Cr ° SS inqUiry ° f 10 July concerned 12 doctors held in Staro- 
oetsk. Similar inquiries, from within the USSR, some being heartrend- 

mg appeals by mothers, wives and children to Stalin, were also sent to 
Kahnin, Molotov and Timoshenko. 123 DPA policy was to ignore all such 
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correspondence and also to order other bodies not to reply. Every such 
inquiry was marked ‘Special Department’ which was insiders’ code denot¬ 
ing that the individual had been liquidated in the massacre. Much, if not 
all, of this material was burnt by the DPA Second Department Head, Mak- 
larskii, on Soprunenko’s direct orders. 

A large amount of outgoing correspondence which had not been 
cleared before mailings were banned in mid-March 1940, as well as an 
even larger amount of incoming material which had ‘no operational 
value’, was destroyed in August 1940. Soprunenko also ordered the Staro¬ 
belsk Special Department on 10 September 1940 to destroy all the investi¬ 
gation files of the camp’s previous inmates apart from those sent on to 
Pavlishtschev Bor. 124 This led to the burning of 4031 investigation files 
plus their card index, 231 pages of interrogation records, documentary 
records of the PoWs in alphabetical order as well as a variety of orders, 
correspondence and photographs. 125 
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4 The indoctrination, 

screening/investigation and 
selection processes 


The politburo took a crucial step on the road to the spring 1940 massacre 
by accepting on 3 December 1939, the NKVD proposal to formally arrest 
all officers, of what they contemptuously called the ‘former Polish army’ 
registered in the three special camps. 1 2 * This momentous move had ulti¬ 
mately tragic consequences. The Soviet leadership thus categorised the 
Polish officer corps as anti-Soviet and counter-revolutionary criminals 
subject to Soviet legal procedures of invesugation, sentence and punish- 
ment and not as ordinary PoWs to be held for the duradon of a wardme 
conflict. This decision was part of the wider policy of extinguishing the 
Polish state as indicated by its linkage to the deportadons and associated 
arrests in the Occupied Territories. The invesdgadon process against the 
PoWs was placed entirely in the hands of the NKVD Military Procuracy 
supported by die camp administradons; sentencing was inidally the pre¬ 
rogative of the NKVD Military College. 2 X P 

The ultimate sentence, and the fate, of the officers was, however, far 
from decided at this stage. The reports of camp and DPA officials on what 
they called the ‘political-moral state’ and behaviour of the PoWs there¬ 
fore became of key importance. So did the feedback on the ‘operational- 
Uickhist servicing of the PoWs mounted by the NKVD from November 
onwards. This campaign took the following forms; although they were 
inter-related they took place in parallel and are, therefore, difficult to 
separate out. The central focus of Soviet concern also shifted over time. 

1 The first, and inidal, dimension was a propaganda and polidcal- 
educational campaign. This was designed to sound out the Poles to 
assess how susceptible they might be to the Soviet system and to indoc- 
tnnauon leading to eventual collaboration. 

2 The Soviet state was founded on Marxist-Leninist principles accord¬ 
ing to which class and social origins determined political allegiances 
It was also by the 1930s the most developed police state in human 

history. The second dimension of NKVD activity, an investigation 

stage aimed to build up as comprehensive a record base as possible in 

the form of individual files for every PoW. This picture of origins, 
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family connections, political and religious beliefs, behaviour and 
associations and assignation into appropriate categories would guide 
the NKVD functionaries in determining the prisoner’s sentence. 

3 The ultimate purpose of the foregoing was that the initial conversa¬ 
tions of the investigative stage should lead on to more intensive inter¬ 
rogation. The process was designed to elicit two things. The main aim 
was to establish a network of agents and informers who would reveal, 
by provocation if necessaiy, all current anti-Soviet organisation, activ¬ 
ity and even consciousness. Second, the NKVD had to decide whether 
a prisoner could become a reliable and useful servant of the Soviet 
cause. The highest level of the third stage was, therefore, a selection 
process. Once the decision was taken by Stalin and his inner coterie to 
massacre the recalcitrant mass of PoWs the process quite literally 
decided who should live or die. 

Political propaganda and indoctrination 

The camp authorities mounted a political-educational campaign once the 
initial flux of the collection stage had passed. They did this out of their 
own resources, training personnel during October, screening films, stick¬ 
ing up propaganda posters and ordering newspapers and such basic 
material for instruction as the 1936 Soviet Constitution and Stalin’s 
speeches. R The detailed Starobelsk report of 3 December gives a full and 
representative picture of the social-cultural activity involved. Camp Com¬ 
mandant Berezkov and Political Commissar Kirshin, feeling their posi¬ 
tions threatened, attempted to justify themselves to the DPA by claiming 
that they had implemented all its instructions successfully. 4 Almost all 
PoWs had been reached in November through discussion of six key polit¬ 
ical issues, the clarification of Soviet press readings and radio broadcasts 
and the screening of 13 Soviet films. One blinks at the claim that, wartime 
or not, the camp library already had 3443 books and took 805 newspapers 
and 173 journals! The DPA, however, had its own agenda. It intervened 
directly soon afterwards, despite the completion of the initial filing tasks 
and promises of an extended political and cultural programme for 
December. 

Soprunenko’s extensive report of mid-November 1939 on the state of 
the NKVD camps paints a rosy picture of the extent of political work in 
the camps. 5 It also includes PoW responses and questions to the discus¬ 
sions initiated by agitators from camp Political Departments on newspaper 
articles and radio speeches. One doubts the veracity of the report’s claims 
that the Starobelsk inmates welcomed the Soviet annexation of West 
Belarus and West Ukraine and inquired whether they could find work and 
make use of free educational facilities in the USSR. Likewise the Kozelsk 
PoWs are reported as being very bitter about the hardships of life under 
the yoke of the pans and landowners in pre-war Poland with its high taxes 
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and persecution of Jews, Belarusans and Ukrainians. The latter gives the 
game away about the individual (and presumably unrepresentative, if not 
mspned) sources of such statements. The fact that they are reported indic¬ 
ates, however, somewhat more than just Soprunenko writing what his polit¬ 
ical superiors might want to hear. He also includes a long collection of 

IZuTp , Stat h emCntS ’ W " hout over much hostile comment, ascribed to indi¬ 
vidual Poles by name. He points up the PoWs’ wish, and notjust the Jewish 
ones originating from German-occupied Poland, to remain in the USSR or 
o be repatriated to a neutral country for the duration of the war He dis¬ 
cerned a split between junior and reserve officers, who blamed Piisudski’s 

TmaT Z n Pt ^ mbe u r dCfeal ’ 3nd thC Str ° n S'>' anti-Soviet senior profes¬ 
sional cadres. On the other hand camp informer* reported what in Soviet 

terms were provocative counter-revolutionary statements. These concerned 
the poverty and inferiority of the Soviet system, its lying press and why the 
Sovie alliance with German fascism would be defeated by the Franco- 
Bnt,sh all,ancc wh i c h would resurrect Poland’s independence. 

The tone of the NKVD officials changed significantly by the end of 
eccmbei. They now doubted whether they could re-educate the Poles 
away from their strongly held patriotism, military discipline and religiosity 

Sr rV thC “ le , brali ° n of ™ K»clsk and W 

, ’ 1,01 f ake " lhc Pol “’ lira, belief in the eventual resttr- 

l ection of an independent Poland with Western assistance, their hatred of 
what was dubbed Red Imperialism’ or their firm desire to leave ‘the 
inhuman land as soon as possible. 6 

Various ope,, tnanirelations of a European level of cultural and social 
„ " lnclud *ug protests against the principle, as well as the details, 

their captivity, also contrasted vividly with the sullen submissiveness of 
the Soviet population. Rescue Colonel Tadeusz Petrazycki, a pre-war 

? w 1 °k 3ndjudge of thc Su Preme Military Court, had his request that the 
PoWs be permitted contacts with the Red Cross in order to facilitate cone 

Xamcrdso"' b familiC! ign ° red -’ A pr ‘’‘ cs, b > - 104 >» d 2S 

p armacists against their imprisonment in Starobelsk 8 merely provoked 

reTueTfo ^k 1d ° Wn ° f Cam P Commandant Berezkov’s 

curth to f if C °nL c nCVa Mcdkal Convention ; he was told very 
cuitly to follow DPA directives alone, not that document. 9 On the other 

from Bngadc :' ( ; eneral Franc iszek Sikorski’s letter of 20 October 1939 
rom Starobelsk to Timoshenko, Commander of the Ukrainian Front, 

rrT 8 - e earl> 1 ,eIeaSe ° f lhe PoWs surrender ed to him on the basis 
elhe '« ) ' WOW Capit ;: ,aU ;;r agrcement was circulated around thc Soviet 

critic :,r t0 f C ° d ° CUment S ° doscl y such a c:asc of burcau- 
cratic pluralism or rather, ,n this case, elite buck-passing in practice as 

Stalin did not declare himself, as yet." Another significant petition pre- 

cnnHV by i° ne ! EdWard Saski ’ and the Star obelsk colonels, made firing 
condition and cultural demands and requested clarification of the statu! 
under which they were being held. 12 


L 
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Under Soviet totalitarian conditions it, was natural that reports from the 
camps of independent cultural and social activity by PoWs were immedi¬ 
ately classified as counter-revolutionary. Camp memoirs make it clear that 
the officers set up discussion and reading circles from early on. B The full 
blown cultural-educational committee which developed in Starobelsk in 
late October, chaired by Captain Ludwik Domon, became known to the 
camp authorities. Lieutenant-Colonel Mieczyslaw Ewert lectured on Pii¬ 
sudski’s view of the LJSSR as a ‘prison-house of the nations’, which the 
Poles could split up by supporting the LJkrainians and Belarusans. Sub¬ 
lieutenant Stanislaw Kwolck’s stirring themes that Poland would regain 
her independence and frontiers that stretched ‘from sea to sea’ under 
Sikorski also occasioned patriotic and religious declamation and singing. 

The Starobelsk and Kozelsk authorities attempted to prevent the Poles 
from celebrating their National Day on 11 November by various chicaner¬ 
ies. The senior officers’ call for it to be marked as a work-free day, and by 
the singing of the National Anthem and religious songs, seems to have 
been widely heeded.' 4 All this brought the DPA’s wrath down on Staro¬ 
belsk in the form of a descent by three inspectors - Trofimov, Yefimov and 
Ycgorov. They reported ‘the uncovering in the Starobelsk camp of an anti- 
Soviet organisation of officer prisoners of thc ex-Polish army’ to Beria on 
25 November. 1 ’’ They blamed Commissar Kirshin’s passivity. He had lost 
the initiative by allowing 'the formation of an underground organisation’ 
using cultural activity and talks on sanitary hygiene and the teaching of 
foreign languages as a cover for anti-Soviet propaganda. Ewert and 
Kwolck, along with Captain Rytel who had been prominent in organising 
the 11 November manifestation, were arrested and sentenced by the 
Kharkov NKVD to eight years’ GULAG. Paradoxically, this saved them 
from the massacre. Ewert and Rytel survived the war. Kwolck died in a 
labour camp in Komi."’ 

It is quite clear that the officers in Kozelsk and Starobelsk, but not so 
much the policemen in Ostashkov, organised advanced forms of social, 
cultural, educational and religious activity. This was done primarily to 
maintain their spirits and morale as well as to while away the tedious 
winter hours. This activity, presented in detailed reminiscences by camp 
survivors such as Czapski, Mlynarski and Swianiewicz, has been examined 
exhaustively, and with great piety, by contemporary Polish scholars. 1 ' What 
concerns us most in this study is how this was received and digested by the 
Soviet authorities. How serious was their designation in Starobelsk of talks 
to his colleagues by Sub-lieutenant Edmund Czaplicki, a journalist, or of a 
gathering of officers to celebrate Christmas Eve (Wygilia is the most 
important Polish Catholic feast day) as counter-revolutionary? 18 Did the 
irritation of the Soviet authorities with the maintenance of customary reli¬ 
gious practices such as secret masses and private prayer sessions by the 
PoWs in Kozelsk lead to the preventive transportation of thc chaplains out 
of thc camp on Christmas Eve 1939? 19 We need to assess whether what was 
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accepted as normal legitimate camp activity in German Offlags, including 
escape attempts, might have contributed to Beria’s justification for the 
massacre of the PoWs in the 5 March 1940 decision. This was that they 
were fierce enemies, steeped in hatred of the Soviet system, who awaited 
the slightest favourable opportunity to join in the struggle against it. 
Moreover, they were attempting to continue counter-revolutionary activ¬ 
ity, and carrying on anti-Soviet agitation’ in the camps. 2 " One can only 
speculate whether Sopnincnko’s report of the end of December 1939 
listing negative phenomena in the camps, or a similar later document, 
might not have been read by a paranoic and vengeful Stalin on a bad 
day. Was this what tilted him towards the wholesale massacre option? Or, 
more likely, was it a hostile comment or drunken harangue by Beria 
drawn from such reports? Is it possible that the Soviet Stalinist mind-set of 
1939-1940 was so rigidly totalitarian that normal Western civilised behavi¬ 
our and individual autonomy was perceived as a basic social and national 
threat to which the only answer was extermination? 

Investigation, recording and interrogation 

Peter Holquist has pointed out that the Stalinists established ‘a vast 
human archive’ of their citizens based on questionnaires, censuses and 
the internal passport system. 22 This process of social and ethnic mapping 
allowed them to apply increasing levels of state violence from 1936 
onwards against whatever categories they defined as hostile. Something 
similar was developed by the NKYT) in the three special camps. The NKVD 
aimed to build up an information base permitting them to identify and 
excise unredeemable counter-revolutionary elements. The crucial dif¬ 
ference is that almost all the Polish PoWs were ultimately defined as a 
hostile category and massacred. 

As noted earlier, Beria established the DPA and the network of NKVD 
camps run by it in his directive number 0308 of 19 September 1939 which 
implemented the politburo decision of the previous day. The Special 
Department of the State Security Committee (GUGB), headed by Viktor 
Bochkov with Nikolai Osetrov (simultaneously Head of the Investigation 
epartment) and Alexandr Belanov as his deputies, was assigned the func¬ 
tion of identifying both possible agents and collaborators as well as the 
irredeemably anti-Soviet ballast. The GUGB headed a network of NKVD 
Special Departments, corresponding to the USSR’s territorial framework, 
whose heads commanded regional special military forces. They also 
helped the GUGB oversee the work of the Special Departments in the 
camps. The latter were assigned the key role in maintaining internal 
discipline and control. 

Their joint functions in the ‘operational-Chekhist servicing’ of the 
PoWs were defined in Beria’s directive of 8 October 1939“Two networks 
of agents and informers were to be established. One was to report on the 
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political attitudes and morale of the PoWs according to their military rank 
and place of origin and to support the political-educational drive dis¬ 
cussed above. The other, and more important, network, while claiming to 
support the rebuilding of Poland, was to expose anti-Soviet activity 
amongst Polish counter-revolutionaries belonging to hostile inter-war 
political parues, state bodies and social groups. Beria’s long list of anti- 
Soviet organisadons covered the whole of the intelligence, security, legal- 
judicial, police and prison services of inter-war Poland. To these he added 
membership of a very broad range of what he termed ‘fascist-military and 
nationalist organisations’. Many were associated with Pilsudski and 
Poland’s struggle for independence and her eastern frontiers such as 
POW, the Settlers’ Union, the Riflemen’s League, the Youth League and 
the Union of Reserve Officers. The Polish Socialist Party (PPS), commun¬ 
ism’s major and much more successful reformist, ideological and political 
rival on the Left, was included because of its primary commitment to 
Polish independence. Refugees (kulaks and NEP oppositionists) and 
emigres, especially White Russians from the Czarist period, who had 
sought shelter in inter-war Poland were defined as terrorists and added. 
Anyone else, regarded as non-Soviet Stalinist was placed in the hold-all cat¬ 
egory of provocateur, including all would-be escapees. The camp Special 
and Records Departments were to note all this evidence in individual files 
for each PoW. This would provide the operational basis for revealing 
further anti-Soviet contacts and linkages. The documentation was to be 
used by NKVD regional Special Departments to arrest and sentence ‘the 
spies, diversionists, terrorists and conspirators’ thus revealed. 

The above is an extremely important and revealing document. It 
further confirms the argument that the Stalinists, from the outset, defined 
officers and individuals connected with the security, judicial and repres¬ 
sive organs of the inter-war Polish state not as PoWs, but as class enemies. 
They were to be identified, categorised and bureaucratically arrested and 
sentenced by the NKVD. Normally, their subsequent fate would ha%'e been 
isolation and a living death in the Siberian labour camps. The decision by 
the Stalinist leadership to massacre them has to be examined in the light 
of their German alliance and primary aim of permanently destroying 
Polish statehood and eradicating all Polish influence from the Eastern 
Territories. A Kozelsk survivor says that the PoWs were ‘interrogated as 
political criminals’; the NKVD’s main purpose was ‘to examine them from 
the political viewpoint’. 24 It is, therefore, crucial to examine what bearing 
the NKVD’s investigative process had, both on the ultimate decision and 
on its timing. 

It would be too tedious an exercise to follow through the bureaucratic 
process of establishing and developing the PoW files.® One should just 
note that camp personnel often proved not up to the task of building up 
the record base, which was extremely extensive by March 1940. NKVD 
documents are full of DPA complaints about the insufficiencies of the 
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Evidence and Records Departments (URO) in the camps and of measures 
taken to strengthen their personnel and remedy these deficiencies. Shifts 
in DPA definitions of categories and criteria for inclusion and in their 
requests for additional types of information, however, throw light on 
wider policy aims and priorides. 

The camp staff initially could not cope with the implementadon of DPA 
instructions on operadonal record keeping of 25 September and 1 
October. 2 *’ The latter prescribed a standard prisoner’s questionnaire 
(assigned an individual file number) which covered surname, first name, 
father s name, year and place of birth, social origins, nationality, cit¬ 
izenship, profession/occupation, party political affiliations, education and 
military rank. Additional information included last military unit, family 
and work connections. A photograph and description of the prisoner plus 
date of reception and subsequent activity in the camp was to be attached. 
This was to be kept by the camp s Special Department while a copy was to 
go by 20 October to the DPA so that a central file could be established. A 
more refined form was developed for officers and state officials, once 
Kozelsk and Starobelsk had been designated as their holding camps. 27 The 
camps found difficulty in digesting this information and in tackling their 
subsequent task of producing card indexes. Many of the registration staff 
were near illiterate sentries whose cards often had to be written out again. 
Lack of knowledge of the Polish language and of pre-war Polish adminis¬ 
trative boundaries and other realities also hampered their work, subse¬ 
quently. The camps did little more than report numbers of prisoners held, 
and a basic breakdown by rank, during October. Even that was not always 
accurate, especially in Ostashkov. Ivan Maklarskii, the Head of the DPA 
(Evidence and Records) Second Department, therefore strengthened the 
camps by sending two DPA inspectors to each camp URO with more 
precise form filling instructions. 28 

Soprunenko instructed the camps to fill in special record cards for 
senior officers from lieutenant-colonel upwards. Despite his pressure, tire 
record-registration exercise was not completed by 1 December, as he had 
ordered. The process in Kozelsk was overseen by another DPA inspector, 
Dmitrii Kabanov. By the end of November 4412 personal questionnaires 
had been completed and 3240 personal files had been set up, while 109 of 
the senior officers’ files had been drawn up. Work was rather more 
advanced in Starobelsk and the first-level tasks were gradually completed 
during December. 29 By early January Soprunenko was asking for addi¬ 
tional information to be collected: notably, last position in the former 
Polish army, previous residence in the USSR, knowledge of foreign lan¬ 
guages and residence/visits abroad (where, when and how long). 30 The 
key question - whether any relatives or friends still lived in the USSR - was 
clearly connected to the deportation of prisoners’ relatives from West 
Belarus and West Ukraine being planned for the spring. Nekhoreshev’s 
inspection of Starobelsk (at the end of January 1940) revealed that the 
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technical aspects of the record keeping tasks were being handled satisfac¬ 
torily enough. 31 The DPA thirsted for ever more information about prison¬ 
ers’ political and social-economic affiliations. This exercise was never fully 
completed, in the DPA’s estimation, as shown by continuing instructions 
and demands for new information during March, right up to the begin¬ 
ning of the massacre. 

As we have seen, the NKVD centre sent its senior officials as well as 
regional functionaries to inspect the three special camps. They were also 
delegated to carry out particular missions. In early October Nikolai 
Karelin was sent to Kozelsk, Boris Trofimov to Starobelsk and Kogelman 
to Ostashkov. They initiated the operational task of establishing the 
counter-espionage, informational and surveillance networks. This involved 
recruiting agents within the PoWs and camp personnel as well as in local 
areas surrounding the camps. Agents were to be supervised by the usual 
type of on the spot residents who maintained contact with the NKVD centre 
(the GUGB Second and Third Departments and the First (Special) 
Department of the NKVD USSR). On 31 October Major of State Security 
Vasilii Mikhailovich Zarubin arrived at Kozelsk, supported by Captain of 
State Security Alexandrovich, to direct the operational work and to super¬ 
vise the interrogation of the PoWs. They appear to have recruited about 
20 agents and identified individuals willing to collaborate in the formation 
of Polish military units on Soviet soil. Similar work was initiated by Trofi¬ 
mov in Starobelsk and carried on by Yefimov and Yegorov sent down from 
the centre. They recruited 70 agents and informers including 41 PoWs. 32 
The latter were drawn mainly from junior and reserve officers below the 
rank of major as well as from national minorities, especially Jews, Germans 
and Lithuanians. The strict rules regulating recruitment procedures, 
reporting and meetings were not always fully adhered to, causing the 
unmasking of some agents. The Starobelsk network was particularly ener¬ 
getic in uncovering counter-revolutionary activity such as the cultural- 
educational committee already discussed, in identifying and arresting a 
prominent pre-war OZON leader, Wiktor Kszewski, and in exposing the 
anti-Soviet ring allegedly led by Major Dembinski and Colonel Zolkowski. 
They also discovered that four numbers of an underground paper called 
Merkury had been produced while tire similar Monitor had somehow 
eluded their notice for 15 issues! 33 Grigorii Korytov uncovered similar 
counter-revolutionary activity in Ostashkov and arrested alleged anti- 
Soviet agitators. These conspiratorial NKVD activities may seem paranoid, 
even ridiculous, today; but they were an essential part of the mechanisms 
of the 1930s Stalinist Terror designed to expose and destroy enemies and 
to terrify and subjugate the masses. 

A larger group of senior functionaries led by Lieutenants of State 
Security G.I. Antonov and Stepan Belolipetskii descended on Ostashkov in 
early November. They were charged with preparing individual case files or 
dossiers on all the camp’s PoWs by die end of January so that they could 
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be examined and dealt with by the NKVD Special College (or Extra¬ 
ordinary Tribunal) in Moscow. By the end of December they had pro¬ 
duced 2000 such files, 600 of which had been sent to the College with the 
recommendation of three- to eight-year sentences in a labour camp. What 
one presumes is a typical specimen dossier against Stefan Olejnik, an 
Ostashkov inmate, has survived.' 4 This shows that policemen were charged 
under article 58, paragraph 13 of the Soviet Penal Code - struggle against 
the international communist movement. The one charge against Olejnik, 
that he had served as a policeman in the town of Borszczow in Volhynia 
from 1936 to 1939 where he had ‘carried on an active struggle against the 
revolutionary movement’, is not substantiated in any specific way. It is 
unlikely that he was he involved in arresting Soviet agents or Polish 
working class revolutionaries. Was the mere fact that he had served in the 
police sufficient to warrant a Stalinist death sentence carried out on, or 
about, 16 April 1940? 

The final stage of the process was mounted by Beria. He sent groups of 
even more senior DPA functionaries to all three camps on 31 December 
1939. Soprunenko went to Ostashkov along with a ten-strong team to 
support Belolipetskii. Iosif Polukhin, Yakov Yorsh, Filchenko and Ruzyn 
were sent to Kozelsk, and Nekhoreshev, Rodionov, Ryabchenko and 
Sergeev to Starobelsk. They completed the case files by the end of the first 
week of February and sent them to Moscow. w Nekhoreshev and his team 
in Starobelsk also recruited another 31 agents including 22 PoWs as well 
as three residents to maintain contact with them. Together with the interro¬ 
gation of 270 PoWs, the team succeeded in identifying five General Staff 
officers, 27 members of hostile pre-war parties and 21 border guards. This 
mouse of a result apparently pleased them enormously. It allowed them to 
set up a new collection of about 140 files headed ‘enemy’. They continued 
their favoured activity of exposing anti-Soviet agitation, focussing on the 
junior officers, through the ‘Corrosion’ network. As a result the GUGB 
arrested four more officers. 

The contemporary reader may blink at the intensity and dedication 
with which the NKVD functionaries carried on this apparently pointless 
espionage work on prisoners over whom they had full control and who 
they could repress and dispose of as they wished. As late as 7 March 1940 
Soprunenko informed Kozelsk commandant Korolev that detailed DPA 
examination of the investigation files had exposed a further 12 officers in 
the camp as being intelligence agents and provocateurs . Sb One can ask what 
was the significance of Merkulov’s order of 22 February 1940 in the light 
of such individual decisions which amounted to death sentences? 
Merkulov directed that all prison guards, intelligence agents, provocateurs, 
settlers, judiciary workers, landowners, factory owners and tradesmen be 
transferred to NKVD prisons. 1 * 7 Was this a pre-emptive NKVD bid to have 
only these categories shot and to save the officers or vice versa , were the 
officers to be shot and the remainder transported? Was this an early 
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NKVD attempt to second guess what was firming up in Stalin s mind or 
did it reflect parts of an already taken decision? 

All the foregoing appears even more senseless in the light of the ulti¬ 
mate decision to massacre all bar 395 out of about 15000 inmates and last- 
minute additions. The systemic need to justify itself within its own values 
meant that the leadership was always berating its apparatchiks for doing so 
in a purely mechanical and formal way. For Stalinists, the reality of opposi¬ 
tion had to be discovered and illustrated by Chekhist-Bolshevik conspira¬ 
torial methods. One should also note the formal bureaucratic-legalism of 
the whole process. The PoWs had been investigated, interrogated and sub¬ 
jected to NKVD security probing. By 8 February each PoW had had his 
case condensed summarily in an individual dossier. This material was sent 
to Moscow for consideration by Beria and his most senior NKVD associ¬ 
ates. By 5 March, after they had presented their conclusions to Stalin, the 
decision to shoot the PoWs crystallised officially in the politburo decision. 
The Byzantine process of Stalinist top decision making will be examined 
later in this chapter. The conclusion, here, is that the evidence of the 
preparatory work suggests that the prisoners’ fate was sealed during the 
8 February to 5 March time period, most probably towards the end of 
February, beginning of March, 

One can now examine the interrogation process in greatei detail in 
order to elucidate how it contributed to the varied NKVD aims. These 
were the recruitment of agents and informers and information gathering, 
especially in order to identify pre-war connections permitting individuals 
to be classified as anti-Soviet, but also to add specific detail to the indi¬ 
vidual case files. The main aim was to identify outright opponents of the 
Soviet system, particularly those who had held functions in the military 
defence, judicial-police, internal security, frontier defence and counter¬ 
intelligence apparats of Pilsudski’s Poland. Along with anyone supporting 
independent and anti-Soviet activity or views in the camps they were to be 
arrested, sentenced and held by the NKVD. The other side of the coin, 
that of finding individuals willing to collaborate with the Soviet cause, was 
more problematic. The narrowness of the Stalinist definition of coopera¬ 
tion seems to have produced minimal success. One can deduce that some¬ 
what less than 100 PoWs agreed to become agents and informers. The 
possibility of eventual collaboration against Germany, as against the 
Western Powers, seems to have been broached by the interrogators mainly 
with the most senior officers. One just does not know how many Poles 
qualified as supporters and sympathisers by intimating that they might be 
willing to serve in the Soviet armed forces and intelligence services or 
even to work and settle in the USSR. Only 395 were saved from the mas¬ 
sacre, well over a quarter of whom were Germans and Lithuanians. The 
agents, informers and signers of loyalty declarations to the USSR weie 
included in Merkulov’s list of 91 names which covered likely collaborators 
which the GUGB Second Department hoped to make use of. Others were 











74 Indoctrination, investigation and selection 

included in the general list of 161 composed of names proposed by the 
functionaries sent to the camps. Despite some debate in Poland the identi¬ 
ties lying behind such cryptonyms as ‘Tygrys’, ‘Wolski’, ‘Zuch’ or ‘Maly’ 
have not, as yet, been revealed. 38 

All PoWs in Kozelsk and Starobelsk were interrogated individually, at 
least once. Interrogations took place in carefully prepared rooms at all 
times of day and not just at night as suggested by some sources. PoWs were 
summoned from the barracks by name, were escorted for questioning 
under armed guard and were often kept waiting for long periods in order 
to weaken their psychological defences. Swianiewicz confirms the forego¬ 
ing points and that the Soviets ‘placed great weight on the detailed exami¬ 
nation of the Polish officers'. 39 Mlynarski describes his interrogation in a 
dim room in Starobelsk as beginning with an examination of his personal, 
family, occupational and material details. 41 ’ The chain smoking questioner 
demonstrated a surprising degree of knowledge of his personal and local 
details. He utilised any inaccuracies between replies and the written form 
in order to provoke and elicit further information. Pro-Soviet and anti- 
Polish harangues were interspersed with questioning about social origins, 
education and connections designed to categorise the prisoner as a class 
enemy. Particular attention was paid to service in the armies of the parti¬ 
tioning Czarist Russia or Central Powers during the First World War, the 
Legions and the 1920 war and to experiences in the inter-war Polish army 
and the September 1939 campaign. Physical violence was not resorted to 
in the camps, only in the NKVD prisons, although one outburst of violent 
methods by NKVD trainees in Ostashkov has been reported. 

High-profile prisoners such as Czapski were subjected to two- to three- 
hour-long interrogations during three to four consecutive nights. 41 This 
proved just as much a psychologically, as a physically, draining experience. 

here was no way that the PoWs could defend themselves against their 
interrogator’s charges of being anti-Soviet counter-revolutionaries. The 
substance of the charges - their Polish patriotism and devotion to the 
Polish cause, professional qualities and contempt for Soviet tyranny and 
poverty - was also something that most PoWs did not want to deny anyway. 
The exceptions usually turned out to be Germans, Jews, Ukrainians, 
Belarusans and Lithuanians along with a small number of ethnic Poles, 
who cither had grievances against inter-war Poland or succumbed through 
ear or other circumstances. The retrospective evidence also makes it clear 
that the number of genuine supporters such as Zygmunt Reeling, or even 
sympathisers, for the Soviet cause in 1939-1940 was infinitesimal. Even 
Reding seems to have rejected the first two offers of collaboration with the 
NKVD before consenting to a third. Others, like Air Force Lieutenant Jan 
Kazimierz Mintowt-Czyz, resisted attempts by the fluently Polish-speaking 
Alexandrovich at Kozelsk to recruit him into Soviet intelligence work 
a . roa( T The mere fact that a dialogue took place may have been suffi¬ 
cient to save him from the massacre. 
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The top NKVD functionaries used more sophisticated methods in 
dealing with the senior officers from lieutenant-colonel upwards. 43 Con¬ 
ditions were much more relaxed, particularly in the sessions presided over 
by the much written and speculated about Zarubin in Kozelsk, which seem 
to have been closer to discussion periods than interrogations. 44 Pro-Soviet 
sympathisers like Lieutenant-Colonels Zygmunt Bcrling and Leon Buko- 
jemski in Starobelsk indicate that they were led into signing loyalty decla¬ 
rations to the USSR through initial discussion of mutual Slavic hostility 
to Germany. 45 Internal NKVD reports seem to support their own self- 
justifying accounts. While they were willing to reveal their colleagues’ atti¬ 
tudes and state of mind, they did not participate in recruiting further 
agents. They would not have had much success had they tried. The bulk of 
Polish officers were almost as rigid in their Polish nationalist attitudes as 
the NKVD functionaries were in their Sovietism so leftists were quickly 
identified and shunned. Swianiewicz reports that the officers regarded 
Polish communists and collaborators with the Soviet occupiers with the 
‘highest contempt’ as ‘ordinary traitors’. 41 ’ On the other hand the Soviet 
authorities, although not the Red Army which was appraised profession¬ 
ally, were regarded rather more as figures of fun. Another complicating 
issue is that some Polish officers were undoubtedly ordered by their supe¬ 
riors to infiltrate the NKVD networks. Classic counter-intelligence tech¬ 
niques involved the feeding of false information or penetration in order 
to be better able to combat the enemy. 

How, why and by whom was the decision to massacre taken? 

Soprunenko proposed the release from Kozelsk and Starobelsk, on 20 
February 1940, of about 300 sick and invalid prisoners over 60. He also 
thought up another categoiy of ‘progressive intelligentsia’ - about 
400-500 agronomists, engineers, teachers and doctors resident in West 
Belarus and West Ukraine. 47 This highly significant document shows that 
the decision to empty the camps had already been taken by that date. 
Beria ordered Merkulov to consult him but for whatever reason they 
decided against saving these particular categories. They ordered, however, 
the transfer of 201 inmates comprising 114 prison officials, six spies, two 
provocateurs, five judiciary workers, 35 settlers, 12 landowners and 27 
traders from the three camps to NKVD prisons. 48 This did not save them 
from being shot as part of the general massacre. They figured on the exe¬ 
cution lists, so presumably they were either sent back to the camps or 
transported directly to the killing sites. 

Detailed examination of the NKVD sources for January-March 1940 
reveals a dual track. The major, and in fact only apparent, activity involved 
the NKVD functionaries sent to the three camps in completing the investi¬ 
gation material on the PoWs by the end of January. This was to be pre¬ 
sented to the Special College, according to Beria’s instructions of 31 
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December. By 20 January they were receiving instructions to simplify and 
accelerate the process in order to complete it in time. At the same time 
Arsenii Tishkov’s team was directed to investigate the unrest in the Krivoi 
Rog and Zaporozhe camps run by the Ministry of Ferrous Metallurgy. 
Only on 5 March does the wholesale massacre option reveal itself with its 
attendant changes in procedures and a wholly different set of prepara¬ 
tions. Only Stalin and Beria, perhaps just these two, but at most a limited 
number of closest NKVD associates like Merkulov and Kobulov, would 
have been privy to the wholesale massacre option before then. After 5 
March NKVD preparations involved perhaps some dozen top officials ini¬ 
tially during March, increasing to around 200 individuals directly involved 
in carrying out the massacre during April-May. Earlier explanations, 
predicated on what Andre Fontaine called ‘an excess of zeal by a subordi¬ 
nate’ are now seen to have been complete nonsense. 49 The oft-repeated 
story that Stalin told Beria to deal with the Polish PoWs and Beria trans¬ 
mitted the order to Merkulov who carried it out literally comes into this 
category of black propaganda and misinformation based on a total igno¬ 
rance of Soviet realities. 

No document has emerged, and we just do not know if it ever will, reveal¬ 
ing what Beria and his top NKVD associates considered doing with the 
PoWs. They would seem to have been faced with four options. The first can 
loosely be described as maintaining the status quo by holding the officers 
and policemen in the three camps. This was challenged by the outbreak of 
the Finnish-Soviet War at the end of November 1938. During December 
and January the Stalinist leadership believed that a rapid and overwhelming 
victory would produce large numbers, estimated at 30000, of Finnish PoWs. 
A vast amount of evidence shows NKVD preparations for their reception in 
this period through the evacuation of the special camps. In the event, btave 
Finnish resistance, making the most of their favourable winter terrain and 
conditions, meant that only about 800-1000 of their soldiers actually 
became Soviet PoWs. This was quite clear by early February. One should 
note, however, that although this invalidates the Finnish PoW explanation it 
is exactly at this moment in time that the wholesale massacre option was 
beginning to firm up, if only in Stalin’s mind. 

On the other hand there is a mass of evidence that at one point, Stalin 
envisaged even more massive deportations from the Baltic States than 
actually occurred after their annexation in June 1940. They were to have 
been accompanied by the mass imprisonment of all military officers and 
members of the judicial-repressive institutions of Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania. Chernyshev’s note of 9 June 1940 indicates the preparations 
made for the reception of 38000 PoWs including 5000 apiece at Kozelsk2 
and Starobelsk2. 50 The question, therefore, arises - were the Poles killed 
in Spring 1940 in order to clear the way for a second ‘Katyn’, with the 
Baltic States as victims? If so, it remains obscure why this did not happen, 
and why the major wave of Baltic arrests was postponed until 1941. 
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Second, the NKVD had implemented the option of using ordinary¬ 
ranking Polish PoWs for work on road building in West Belarus and 
Ukraine and in the iron and steel works of the Donetsk basin. The former 
demonstrated huge security problems as large numbers of PoWs had 
escaped. The latter showed the difficulty of converting PoWs into con¬ 
tracted and fairly free labour and the cost of keeping them in work camps. 
As conditions were nowhere near as closed as in the three special camps it 
would have been impossible to massacre them while maintaining hermetic 
secrecy. These PoWs were, therefore, sent to Siberian labour camps 
instead and thus subjected to the real GULAG in 1940-1941. A parachute 
corps corporal, involved in the Krivoi Rog unrest, was, however, threatened 
by an NKVD man in April 1940 with the same fate as ‘your officers in 
Starobelsk who will never return home’. 51 One can only surmise that the 
road construction and metallurgy experiences decided the Stalinist 
leadership against, even considering, the work option for the officers and 
policemen. 

We now come to the most mysterious and tragic aspects of this discus¬ 
sion. All the evidence suggests that the various levels of NKVD functionar¬ 
ies worked on the assumption that the PoWs in the three special camps 
would be sentenced to three to eight years’ GULAG by the Special College 
in Moscow. 52 The evacuation of the camps signified their transportation to 
Siberia or Northern European Russia. It therefore made sense to expose 
former class enemies and current counter-revolutionaries who would be 
dealt with separately in NKVD prisons. Only those involved directly in the 
massacre knew for sure that the truth was otherwise, and even then only 
after a series of top-level preparatory meetings following 5 March. The 
meticulous preparations for the massacre, therefore, broke the process up 
very carefully into separate and distinct stages in order to maintain 
secrecy. 

The final option, which actually materialised, of almost wholesale mas¬ 
sacre involves discussion of the psychology' of the Stalinist leadership, 
notably of Stalin himself. The most important level and phase of decision 
making also remains the most speculative due to the almost complete 
absence of memoirs or of internal preparatory documentation. The evid¬ 
ence indicates an incredible degree of centralised decision making by 
Stalin and Beria and provides only indirect circumstantial indicators about 
the influence of personal advisers. Stalin, for example, must have talked 
about the matter to Viktor Poskrybyshev, his closest Kremlin aide, who was 
shot in 1954. As head of the CC Special Sector he would certainly have 
needed special instructions as to the wording and extent of circulation 
within the elite of the 5 March decision. 

Volume 2 of Katyn: Documents Concerning the Atrocity, quite simply enti¬ 
tled The Massacre, by contrast, throws enormous light on even the most 
minute detail of the preparation and mechanisms of the massacre itself. 
The problem for the scholar is that the hub of power in the Stalinist 
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system was an all-powerful tyrant called Stalin. He inspired and deter¬ 
mined decisions in very direct personal and informal ways. It is rare to 
find written orders emanating directly from Stalin as against their rubber 
stamping by such bodies as the VKP (b) politburo and secretariat which, 
by 1940, merely acted as fronts for his will. In such a system participants 
such as Voroshilov or Kaganovich published party-authorised reminis¬ 
cences only for propaganda purposes. Khruschev was exceptional in 
writing, after retirement, somewhat more revealing, if still highly self- 
serving. memoirs which do not mention Katyn. No top-level Soviet Stalin¬ 
ist from this period survived until democracy when something meaningful 
might have been revealed. Officials, at both the higher and lower level, 
such as Soprunenko or Syromatnikov had their own motives for conceal¬ 
ing the truth about their guilt and participation in the massacre. Only a 
half-senile individual like Tokarev, who was on the point of death, spilt 
some of the beans to the judicial investigators in 1991. The blind 
Soprunenko, on retirement, lived in Moscow until his death, apparently 
from cancer, in 1992. He sought refuge in the countryside and refused to 
give interviews but his daughter Yelena defended him stoutly against the 
charge that he was the Soviet Eichmann and a ‘mass killer’. Yelena 
declared thaL her father had never wanted to work in the NKVD and ‘just 
did his duty as an officer according to the rules’. 53 

We shall, therefore, wait in vain for a document to emerge, as in a 
normal chancellery, entitled ‘Kremlin/Slalin to Beria - Options for 
Dealing with the Polish PoWs’! What in fact almost certainly occurred was 
the other way around. Beria met Stalin regularly in the Kremlin and, pre¬ 
sumably, gave him full progress reports on the behaviour of the PoWs and 
the conclusions drawn from their interrogation. Stalin also entertained his 
closest associates, notably politburo members Beria, Molotov, Voroshilov 
and Kaganovich, and less often Kalinin and Mikoyan, in the evening at his 
villa at Kuncevo. We just do not know whether it was there, in between 
much hard drinking, watching films and some clowning, or in the 
Kremlin, that Stalin and Beria would have mulled over the fate of the 
PoWs in between considering numerous other issues at various stages of 
resolution. Beria would have presented the conclusions drawn from the 
reports of his NKVD and DPA functionaries. From what we know of the 
somewhat lazy Stalin’s haphazard working methods it is most unlikely that 
he would have asked to see the original documents themselves. ’ 1 In this 
instance it is most likely that Stalin made up his mind in the last days of 
February or early March. 55 

The following day, or so, Beria would have had his officials draw up 
what became his justification for the 5 March politburo decision incorpo¬ 
rating the main lines of Stalin s decision and any relevant substantiation 
and detail. One presumes that Stalin had sight of the initial draft and per¬ 
sonally added or deleted whatever he thought appropriate. In this 
instance, Stalin replaced Beria’s name with that of Kobulov as a member 
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of the implementing troika on the draft presented to the politburo. 
Whether this amendment reflected any wider disagreement remains 
highly speculative. The corrected document was then put on the agenda 
of the next politburo meeting although one does not know whether those 
present would have discussed anything lying outside their respective com¬ 
petences or even whether the matter would have been introduced person¬ 
ally by Beria. What we do know is that the 5 March politburo decision 
incorporating Beria’s proposal was signed personally by Stalin, Voroshilov, 
Molotov and Mikoyan. An official noted that the absent Kalinin and 
Kaganovich were ‘for’ although it is unlikely they were even consulted. 
Beria himself wrote ‘carry out’ at the bottom of the original document. 

Special Colleges or Tribunals were established by the NKVD in 1934 in 
order to confirm sentences of up to five years’ exile or eight, exceptionally 
ten, years’ labour camp proposed by its Investigation Organs. They could 
do so in the absence of the accused. In theory, the Special College had to 
be headed by Beria, or his first deputy, Merkulov, as well as an NKVD 
plenipotentiary for the Russian Republic, the Minister of the Interior of 
the republic where the offence had occurred, the head of the Soviet 
militia and the General Procurator of the USSR (or his deputy). The full 
procedure was expeditious for individual cases but would have been time- 
consuming if applied to all 14700 camp inmates. It involved investigation 
and interrogation of the accused, the presentation and drawing up of 
charges and the consideration of sentence by the full panel. The tribunal 
was not formally given the power of passing death sentences until Novem¬ 
ber 1941. As we have seen, about 600 Ostashkov prisoners had been 
processed in this way, receiving sentences of between three and eight 
years; labour camp under article 58, paragraph 13, when this particular 
procedure was halted. 

Soprunenko’s proposal to release about 1100 old and sick PoWs along 
with some other categories resident in Soviet-occupied territory met with a 
confused reaction. Beria ordered Merkulov to direct various categories of 
intelligence and prison agents along with civilians to be transferred with 
their papers to NKVD prisons. At the same time, Beria ordered the Staro- 
belsk commandant to send ten military chaplains, including a rabbi, to 
Moscow from whence they were returned in time to be included in the 
massacre. On 26 February Soprunenko sent out a DPA request to camp 
commandants regarding the completion of the prisoners’ financial, social 
and occupational details on their questionnaires. This information was 
returned within two days. At that point Nekhoreshev ordered the Kozelsk 
commandant to send him, by rapid courier, four to five specimen copies 
of investigation files along with a similar number of files of cases dealt with 
by their Special Department. 55 Lebedeva argues very convincingly that 
these files were shown by Beria to Stalin in their discussion, within the 
following week, preceding the latter’s decision to choose the wholesale 
massacre option. 57 One does not know what other central DPA material or 
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earlier reports apart from the various summaries prepared by the NKVD 
were submitted by Beria. One also just does not know, and we probably 
never will for certain, whether Beria initially supported the DPA line 
favouring isolation and grinding down in the Siberian camps. If, for some 
reason Stalin had given hostile signals about the Polish PoWs in their pre¬ 
liminary discussions, what evidence we have concerning their relationship 
would lead one to surmise that Beria would have been equally happy to 
egg him on and provide supporting evidence to firm up his decision. 
There is no direct evidence to support his son’s argument that Beria 
earned Stalin’s severe displeasure by wanting the Poles to be kept in 
reserve in case they might come in useful against the Germans. 58 

What we do know is that the decision was taken within the general 
context of the Second Deportation, particularly of the families of PoWs in 
the special camps as well as of refugees from German-occupied Poland. 5 ' 1 
Soprunenko was also kept busy in the early days of March in drawing up 
the statistics and categories which Beria included in the 5 March resolu¬ 
tion. 60 What is also revealing about the timing of the decision is that 
Korytov (the Ostashkov Special Department head) was summoned to a 
two-day conference in Moscow on 3-4 March which started planning the 
evacuation of the camps. 61 Preliminary decisions were taken to quieten 
PoW fears by suggesting that they were being sent home; under no cir¬ 
cumstances would sentences be announced within the camps while the 
transportation operation would be secured by the Escort Guards, not by 
camp personnel. Korytov reported to his regional superior, Pavlov, that 
one of the arguments he had used to support the latter was that the con¬ 
voying exercise would take at least a month. He was, therefore, clearly 
thinking in terms of Siberia, not massacre. The presence of GULAG repre¬ 
sentatives and much talk about the 600 Special Tribunal decisions and the 
need to empty the camps in order to accommodate Finnish PoWs indicate 
that the planning of the massacre was initiated under cover of the labour 
camp option. 

All that one knows for certain is the outcome. Lebedeva claims to have 
had sight in the Central Archive of the Federal Security Service of a type¬ 
written draft of Beria’s report to Stalin, submitted with a date as early as 3 
March. 62 She argues, very convincingly, that the decision to replace the 
relatively cumbersome, and as yet incomplete, Special College procedure 
with a very simplified Moscow-based Troika, which could maintain secrecy 
much more effectively, was taken at this time. We do not know whether 
there was any last-minute adjustment of the document but the final draft 
of the 5 March decision is a historic document. 65 It merits exhaustive 
examination as the Soviets claimed that much of the preparatory docu¬ 
mentation was destroyed in 1959 by Khruschev and his security boss of the 
time, KGB chairman Alexandr Shelepin, so there is little else to go on. 

Beria informed Stalin and the politburo that the large number (14736, 
97 per cent Polish) of officers of the former Polish army, policemen, 
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intelligence agents, members of counter-revolutionary parlies and organi¬ 
sations and escapees held in the NKVD camps were bitter enemies of 
Soviet power. They had continued counter-revolutionary activity in the 
camps and dreamt of liberation so that they might continue anti-Soviet 
struggle. This preamble was followed by the most up-to-date of 
Soprunenko’s figures on the military prisoners, who were listed as 295 
generals, colonels and lieutenant-colonels, 2080 majors and captains and 
6049 lieutenants, sub-lieutenants and ensigns. The other categories held 
in the camps were 1030 police officers and NCOs, 5138 ordinaiy-ranking 
policemen, gendarmes, prison personnel and intelligence agents as well as 
144 officials, landowners, priests and military settlers. Beria went on to 
report that 18632 arrestees were held in prison in West Belarus and West 
Ukraine, of which 10685 were Poles; they were composed of 1207 officers, 
5141 policemen, intelligence agents and gendarmes, 347 spies and diver- 
sionists, 465 landowners, factory owners and officials, 5345 members of 
various counter-revolutionary and insurrectionary organisations and 6127 
refugees. 

Beria’s conclusion and recommendation was chillingly simple. ‘Taking 
into account that all were hardened and uncompromising [irredeemable] 
enemies of Soviet power’, the 14 700 in the camps, along with 11000 of 
those held in the prisons, ‘were to be examined by special procedure with 
the application towards them of the highest form of punishment - shoot¬ 
ing.’ The examination of the cases and the implementation of the 
decision was entrusted to a troika composed of Merkulov, Kobulov 
(replacing Beria on Stalin’s suggestion) and Bashtakov. They were to 
proceed, without summoning the arrested and without presenting 
charges, on the basis of DPA information for the camp prisoners and 
Belarus and Ukraine NKVD republic material for the arrestees. The 
second half of the above document became the politburo decision, passed 
at its 13th sitting on 5 March 1940 as item 144 of its agenda, which legiti¬ 
mated the massacre in official Soviet Stalinist terms. 64 The next agenda 
item concerned the preparation of a new sarcophagus for Lenin’s body in 
the Kremlin mausoleum! There is indirect evidence suggesting that the 
top communist elite was in due course informed quite widely about the 
politburo decision to massacre the Polish PoWs.'” 

NKVD troikas were used from 1937 onwards to expedite the processing 
of the huge numbers of individuals repressed during the Great Terror. 1 ’*’ 
Apart from rapidity and simplicity they had two other great strengths. The 
first was their capacity for maintaining secrecy, as investigation, sentencing 
and execution were kept solely within the NKVD fold. The second, was 
that they provided the orders for a tried and proven mechanism for the 
carrying out of massacres by the oblast NKVD. The troika, in this instance, 
also provided the highly centralised linkage between the decision making 
by Stalin and Beria and implementation. Vsievoiod Merkulov, First Deputy 
Minister of the Interior and GUGB chairman, and Bachko Kobulov, Head 
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of the Main NKVD Economic Department, were Beria’s most intimate 
associates. They would have been the first to know of Beria’s discussions 
with Stalin and of the way the decision was firming up during February. 
Unfortunately, from the historian’s point of view, they were hardly literary 
gents and left no records when they were shot, after Stalin’s death, at the 
same time as their patron in 1953. Leonid Fikevits Bashtakov, was not so 
personally close to Beria as the other two, so he not only survived the 1953 
purge but lived long enough to be interviewed by the Russian Procuracy 
on other matters. Bashtakov refused to see the investigative journalist 
Vladimir Abarinov, but as Head of the NKVD First (Special) Department 
he was certainly, at the centre of NKVD affairs. He chose, however, to take 
his personal knowledge of the 1940 massacre to his grave. 

The 5 March document confirms the argument that the killing of the 
PoWs in the camps and of the arrestees, including civilians, in the Belaru- 
san and Ukrainian prisons formed a coherent whole in the minds of the 
Stalinist decision makers. The operation thus wholly merits description as 
the Soviet Massacre of Spring 1940 and justifies examination under a 
single academic umbrella. Writers, however, have to work within the pub¬ 
lishing and other constraints set by the fact that the whole massacre has 
come to be symbolised by the term ‘Katyn’ (the victims of a single camp at 
Kozelsk) in the public mind since 1943. It was only confirmed publicly by 
Gorbachev in 1990 that the victims of Starobelsk had been buried at 
Kharkov and those of Ostashkov at Mednoe and that large numbers had 
been executed in prisons in Belarus and Ukraine at the same time. 

The politburo condemned 11000 arrestees held in prisons in Belarus 
and Ukraine to death by shooting. Shelepin’s 1959 figures, in the docu¬ 
ments handed over in 1992, reveal that ‘only’ 7305 of this quota were actu¬ 
ally executed. He also gives a figure of 14552 victims from the three 
camps so the whole massacre, according to him, totalled 21 856. The total 
for the prison shootings is also somewhat less than the number of Poles 
(10685) mentioned by Beria. One can surmise that there was a very close, 
although not quite exact, correlation between Polish ethnicity and those 
executed. There is also one significant piece of evidence about the 
missing 3700 or so. Beria and Chernyshev ordered the Escort Guards on 
27 February to convoy between 6000 and 12000 prisoners, who had 
already been sentenced by the NKVD Special Tribunal as refugees from 
German-held territory and would-be escapees to it, from the Belarusan 
and Ukrainian prisons, to GULAGs in Vladivostock, 67 Some of the 3700 
may have found themselves added to the 7000 figure not destined for 
shoodng, hence the NKVD flexibility over the bottom and top limits 
(6000-12 000) scheduled for transportation. 

By 1940 Stalin was an all-powerful tyrant who had destroyed all his 
domestic political and ideological enemies and subordinated the commu¬ 
nist party and the security services entirely to his will. He had rewritten 
history to magnify his role into a veritable cult of the personality and 
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terrorised Soviet society into accepting his massive industrialisation and 
militarisation programmes. Nobody in, his immediate circle, dared to 
stand up to him, although the wily and totally unprincipled Beria seems to 
have been more adept than most in handling him.* 58 Few would venture to 
correct him, even on minor points. If Stalin had a phobia about Polish 
officers he, probably had an even stronger one about policemen and 
prison guards in general given his shady grassroots revolutionary activity 
before 1917. There is little evidence in the NKVD documents of the two 
categories being considered separately as candidates for massacre. Logi¬ 
cally, they should have been and the more advanced work on the prepara¬ 
tion of the Special College procedure for the policemen may provide a 
clue. Stalin also believed implicitly, that his deal with Hitler would be long 
lasting and that it had secured his own, and the USSR’s, external position 
for well beyond the immediate future. The Nazi-Soviet idyll was still 
continuing in spring 1940. Moreover, Stalin expected that the Western 
Powers would bog Germany down in a long war. Stalin therefore felt 
himself in an exceptionally strong position, both domestically and interna¬ 
tionally, in spring 1940. It is possible that he got unwontedly carried away 
by an almost euphoric and exalted feeling that he was at long last all- 
powerful and beyond all accounting to humanity. 

Stalin was thus in a position to order the destruction of almost 22000 
Poles, who were held entirely within his power, if he so wished, either to 
settle personal scores or to further his political aims. We have already seen 
that much has been made about Stalin’s polonophobia and resentments 
concerning the 1920 war. Everything that we know about the grimly cau¬ 
tious Stalin, however, indicates that normally, as a self-disciplined and 
experienced political conspirator, subjective factors would be very subor¬ 
dinate to long-term political aims. In 1940 Stalin wanted to destroy all 
Polish influence and presence in West Belarus and West Ukraine for ever. 
As we have seen, motivated by his and Lenin’s ideas of 1913 on nationali¬ 
ties policy, he was chary of taking on parts of the ethnically Polish heart¬ 
land in 1939. Admittedly, he hated Poland’s inter-war political and social 
elites as both a class enemy and a national threat, but he was typical of an 
entire Bolshevik generation in that respect. Many authorities have, there¬ 
fore, claimed that massacring about 9000 Polish army officers, many of 
them university-educated leaders in other walks of life, in 1940 was part of 
a longer-term Bolshevik tactic of weakening a hosdle social and national 
elite.® Neil Ascherson terms it ‘an act of selective genocide against a part 
of Poland’s national elite, closely parallel to Hitler’s order to exterminate 
the Polish intellectual class’ while Victor Zaslavsky describes it as 'class 
cleansing’. 7 " 

All the above may be true, but the key factor is that Stalin was extremely 
lucky during the Second World War. He survived the German onslaught 
in 1941 and benefited from the great patriotic upsurge of the Soviet 
people to turn the tide against the invaders from Stalingrad onwards. The 
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1940 massacre proved to he an extreme embarrassment during 
1941-1943. At peak, in 1943, it endangered the Soviet-Western Powers 
alliance necessary to defeat Nazi Germany. Had history been frozen at that 
moment in time the massacre would have been interpreted in terms of 
Stalin's wilfulness and short-sightedness. After 1944, though, it could be 
regarded by the Soviet inner echelon as a masterstroke, utilised by Stalin, 
along with the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, to weaken and outmanoeuvre the 
London Poles and to Sovietise an ethnically homogeneous Poland within 
permanently recast new frontiers. 71 

My own view is that the 1940 massacre cannot be explained in terms of 
these larger historical outcomes and that one has to focus strictly on the 
context of the time. Here, one has already examined the Soviet de- 
polonisation of the territories occupied in September 1939. The 
Nazi-Soviet alliance to destroy Poland’s nationhood, certainly Stalin’s 
favoured option in 1939-1940, has also been discussed. An additional, if 
somewhat far-fetched, explanation is that Stalin destroyed the Polish offi¬ 
cers as an additional gauge of friendship for Adolf Hitler. Were the Soviets 
at their most nervous about Hitlers intentions just before his spring 1940 
military campaigns?'- The official British Foreign Office Historian, Rohan 
bullet, thus discusses Ulam’s thesis that they were provoked by Gestapo 
importunities’ into massacring the Polish PoWs. 71 Strong NKVD-Gestapo 
contacts certainly existed, as discussed at the end of Chapter Two, but the 
level was primarily one of coordinating the timing of anti-Polish actions. 
Mutual information also took place, although there is only indirect evid¬ 
ence that the Germans were informed about the 1940 PoW massacre. 
Himmler and Merkulov met, and no doubt mutually congratulated them¬ 
selves on the success of their anti-Polish activities, during Molotov’s visit to 
Beilin in November 1940 which otherwise saw the initial political souring 
of the Nazi-Soviet alliance with disputes over Romania. 74 There has also 
been much, and so far unresolved, speculation about whether Rudolf Hess 
brought decisive proof of Stalin’s massacre with him during his May 1941 
flight to Scotland. Conspiracy theorists argue that this was designed to 
wean the London Poles away from the USSR and towards Germany as part 
of Hess’s desperate last-minute attempt to achieve a deal between Nazi 
Germany and the British Empire just before Hitler's invasion of the USSR 
Dr Skarzynski testified to the 1952 US Congressional Committee, that 
his superior, Dr Gorzycki, the Head of the Polish Red Cross, was ordered 
by Nazi Geiieral-Gouverrument officials in late January 1940 to prepare 
reception camps for Polish officers about to be released from Soviet cap¬ 
tivity. That this was only part of the Soviet disinformation campaign is 
now apparent. Gorzycki received verbal orders to close the camps at Tere- 
spol in April or May 1940 as ‘the officers won’t come back’.™ Whether the 
Germans were informed directly by the Soviets or whether they derived 
this information from their own intelligence sources is unknown. The 
contrary argument, that the Poles could have been recruited as potential 
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Allies in an anti-German war also has little credibility in the 1940 context. 
The evidence that Stalin banked everything on, and believed implicitly in, 
the permanence of Nazi-Soviet collaboration is borne out by the way in 
which the German invasion caught him entirely by surprise. Parsadonova’s 
argument that the 1940 massacre was used to scupper a possible reorienta¬ 
tion of Soviet foreign policy away from Nazi Germany and towards the 
Western Powers is thoroughly unconvincing.' 7 Post-Soviet speculation, 
reflecting the confused mood and political currents of 1990s Russia, that 
Stalin was considering a pre-emptive strike against Germany in 1940 but 
was disillusioned by lack of Polish support seems absurd at first sight. 78 
The GRU intelligence officer and defector to the West Viktor Suvorov’s 
argument that Stalin planned to invade German-occupied Eastern Europe 
while Hitler was engaged, and hopefully bogged down, in the West was, 
however, taken seriously by some specialists. 7M Krzysztof Jasiewicz con¬ 
sidered that the 1940 massacre was carried out to clear space in the camps 
for a new wave not from the Baltic States, but from East Prussia and 
German-occupied Poland, who would have suffered a ‘Katyn-bis’. 80 

The above arguments are also refuted completely by the most convinc¬ 
ing explanation which can be read quite simply in the NKVD files. Their 
documents confirm the fiasco of attempting to use Polish PoW labour in 
European Russia. The PoWs in the special camps laughed off Soviet 
attempts to indoctrinate them or reduce them to the Soviet level of obedi¬ 
ence. Their national, patriotic and religious values and behaviour as well 
as their individualism and autonomous self-organisation were a continu¬ 
ous affront to NKVD ideas of camp discipline. Most seriously, only small 
numbers, mainly drawn from marginal ethnic and social levels, were 
willing to collaborate directly with the NKVD. Had the interrogations 
taken place after the Nazi attack on the USSR the following summer, the 
story might well have been different. No doubt, many Poles would have 
agreed to fight the Germans, even under Soviet auspices, as indeed they 
did after 1943. But in late 1939 to early 1940 this theoretical possibility 
could only be hinted at by Zarubin, the most sophisticated of the NKVD 
officials, to the most senior officers in Kozelsk. Whether the Stalinist 
leadership really thought that it would be able to recruit a legion of Polish 
spies and agents for worldwide use seems highly doubtful. 81 Even declara¬ 
tions of loyalty to the L 7 SSR were hard to come by under such conditions. 
At the very end, only about 70 PoWs declared themselves willing to remain 
in the USSR rather than to be repatriated to the West, through a neutral 
power, or even to German-occupied Poland. 

Boris Levytsky argues that the Stalinists considered that ‘the Polish offi¬ 
cers represented the master class of Polish magnates (pany), who had to 
be exterminated. The thought that the officers could still be of use to 
Russia in its war with Hitler simply did not occur to them.’ 82 Ronald 
Hingley agrees that once the NKVD interrogations had proved a fiasco the 
PoWs ‘became liable for execution according to NKVD logic’. 83 A Kozelsk 
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survivor testified that Soviet ‘agitation and propaganda had almost no 
success. The massacre was decided on as the Polish refusal to collaborate 
decided the Soviets to dispose of a ‘dangerous and inconvenient element’, 
once and for all. 84 Another Kozelsk survivor concluded that Stalinist 
motivations could he explained straightforwardly as hatred of ‘Panskiej 
Polska’, the tradition of destroying enemies of Soviet power and the reluc¬ 
tance to free political prisoners abroad. 8 ' 

1 he cost of holding the Polish PoWs in the special camps was relatively 
high in terms of Soviet security and other resources. That of transporting 
and holding them in the sub-Polar GULAGs would, however, have 
represented only a marginal additional drain on Soviet resources. 88 
According to Conquest there was no similar genocide of elites in the Stal¬ 
inist deportation of other nationalities like the Tatars or Chechen-Ingush 
during the Second World War although leaders naturally suffered most. 87 
On the other hand, the Stalinists massacred anything that looked like an 
alternative national or cultural elite in the Belarusan, Ukrainian and Trans- 
Caucasian republics during the 1930s. The Polish minority in the USSR 
was also hard hit by the 1936-1938 purge. All one can say, is that while the 
1940 massacre was in some respects untypical of Soviet practice it was by 
no means outside its more extreme parameters. The contrary view, 
expressed by an NKVD defector, who knew colleagues involved in the 
1940 massacre, is that it was ‘a typical operation ... considered entirely 
routine and unremarkable in Soviet Russia’. 88 The Poles may have been 
extremely unlucky in terms of the tinting of Stalin’s decision which, in 
hindsight, appears unwontedly precipitous in the light of the NKVD docu¬ 
mentation. One can argue that he would have been less likely to choose 
the wholesale massacre option the nearer one gets to summer 1941. 
Whether there was a special decisive factor - the Finnish War and its frus- 
tiadons which delayed full-blooded Sovietisation of the Baltic States, per¬ 
sonal resentments, internal dissent within the Soviet elite or the German 
factor - that precipitated the most extreme decision still remains an open 
subject for discussion. 
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5 Course, mechanisms and 
technology of the massacre 


Political and logistical preparations for the massacre 

The NKVD had a whole month to prepare the massacre after the polit- 
buro confirmed the decision on 5 March. The massacre began with the 
first transports from the camps in early April and stretched over a period 
of over five weeks, almost into mid-May. In order to maintain secrecy the 
process was broken down into three quite separate and distinctly compart¬ 
mentalised stages. The bulk of camp personnel had no official knowledge 
of, or direct participation in, the massacre. Their role was limited very 
strictly to preparing the evacuation of the PoWs with the special brigades 
and to handing them over ‘to the disposal of the NKVD’ on the basis of 
lists phoned to them by the NKVD centre in Moscow. The intermediate 
stage was that of transportation from the camps to the killing sites. The 
final stage of execution and burial also did not overlap much in personnel 
terms with the preceding one. The primary aim of breaking up the mas¬ 
sacre into three hermetically sealed stages was secrecy. But the isolation of 
the final stage was also designed to ensure total manipulated control over 
the prospective victims right up to the final bullet. 

The NKVD documents confirm Zawodny’s presupposition that the mas¬ 
sacre ‘was synchronised in time and centrally directed ... an office in 
Moscow decided and planned the extermination’. 1 The round of prepara¬ 
tory meetings in the NKVD’s Moscow headquarters started with 8-12 top 
officials coming together on 8 March. The NKVD decision makers and 
commanders, at both the central and regional levels, had to be informed 
first, and assigned their tasks. This involved all three stages of organising 
the PoWs’ departure from the camps, their transportation from the camps 
to the NKVD killing sites, and finally the technical organisation of their 
execution and burial. The senior NKVD Moscow functionaries, headed by 
Kobulov and Soprunenko, informed the regional NKVD heads to be 
involved in the forthcoming operation on 8 March that the ‘highest 
authorities’ had decided on the shooting of over 14000 PoWs. Tokarev 
testifies that Soprunenko emphasised that the highest priority was secrecy. 
There were to be no witnesses. Apart from those directly involved in the 
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massacre, no one else was to survive. 2 On 14 March, Kobulov and 
Soprunenko went over the same ground in greater detail with an enlarged 
gremium of 15-20 regional officials from the Smolensk, Kharkov and 
Kalinin oblasts. These included their deputy heads, the district military 
commanders of the NKVD special units, who had been briefed and pre¬ 
pared by their chiefs. One presumes that the regional functionaries came 
prepared with specific proposals concerning killing and burial sites, which 
were discussed and confirmed. 

One also presumes that Merkulov and Kobulov, if not Beria himself, 
must have met with Ivan Serov and Lavrentii Tsanava and their republic 
NKVD subordinates, but no direct documentary evidence of this has tran¬ 
spired. The relations between Moscow and the Republic First Party Secre¬ 
taries, Nikita Khruschev in the Ukraine and Panteleimon Kondratevich 
Ponomarenko in Belarus, are even murkier. One just does not know if, 
and when, and in what detail, they were informed of the massacre of the 
camp inmates. They must have been in the know, if not directly involved 
in implementing the shooting of the arrestees from the prisons within 
their republics. 

Once the central and republican-regional levels had been informed 
and prepared, the DPA teams in the camps and the camp functionaries 
were schooled in preparing the evacuation of the camps. This did not 
necessitate knowledge of the PoWs’ eventual fate for the latter, but this 
probably seeped through to the top Komendatura echelons. The comman¬ 
dants, political commissars and heads of the Special Departments of the 
three special camps conferred in the DPA on 15 March on the technical 
preparation of the evacuation of the camps. URO heads were also sum¬ 
moned to Moscow, subsequently, and given precise instructions on how 
PoWs were to be assembled for departure and on the transmission of files. 
Camp security and censorship of correspondence was also tightened up. 
The commanders of the camp guards were summoned to Moscow and 
given appropriate instructions. There is much evidence of intensive DPA 
contacts with camp commandants, commissars and heads of Special 
Departments in late March-early April in preparation for the evacuation 
phase. 

The transportation arrangements were largely prepared centrally. The 
key figure seems to have been Solomon Milshtein, the head of the NKVD 
Transport Main Department. His detailed plan involved the transporta¬ 
tion by rail, from the nearest local station, of the Starobelsk prisoners to 
Kharkov, of those from Kozelsk to Smolensk-Gnezdovo and of the 
Ostashkov inmates to Kalinin. The Kharkov-Starobelsk preparations were 
completed with the railway carriages in place by 23 March.' This aspect 
was closely tied up with the preparation of the Escort Guards who were to 
assure the security of the convoys from the camps to the killing sites. The 
Main Department of Escort Troops (GUKV) therefore sent its top 
functionaries to make the necessary preparations and to oversee their 
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implementation. Alexei Rybakov, head of the GUKV operations depart¬ 
ment, went to Starobelsk. His deputy, the large and ruddy-faced Alexandr 
Stepanov, is reported as making quite an impression on the Kozelsk 
inmates while Mikhail Krivenko, commander of the Escort Troops, went 
to Ostashkov. We now know which Escort Troop units were directed for 
convoying duties. A unit of the 136th battalion of Escort Troops com¬ 
manded by Major Mekhov went to Kozelsk, This was replaced by a unit of 
the 226nd regiment, 15th brigade, during the operation. Ostashkov was 
serviced by the 135th independent battalion which was replaced by the 
12th company of the 236th regiment. Starobelsk received the 230th battal¬ 
ion of Escort Troops. The Escort Troops did not participate in the actual 
executions but were responsible for security during the transportation 
phase and for securing the perimeter of killing sites. 

There is hardly any official information about preparations for the exe¬ 
cution and burial stage. As transpires from the testimony of the Kharkov 
prison guard Mitrofan Vasilevich Syromatnikov in 1990-1992, this was 
based entirely on the personnel and techniques which had developed and 
been applied by the NKVD since 1936. 4 All that was different was, perhaps, 
the numbers involved and the five to six week time period into which the 
operation was compressed from early April until mid-May. For obvious 
reasons, the identity of individuals involved directly in this stage, especially 
of execudoners, has to be deduced from other than official sources. 

On 17 March Beria consolidated the material and psychological 
preparation of NKVD personnel. He promoted a large number of NKVD 
officers who had dealt with the PoWs in the DPA and the special camps or 
who were to play key roles in the forthcoming massacre. Such initial moti¬ 
vation before the massacre was to be paralleled by the handing out of 
additional financial rewards and decorations on its completion. 

Kobulov worked out the draft of the information-decision files to be 
considered by the Troika. Soprunenko sent them out for rapid comple¬ 
tion and return by camp UROs on 16 March. 5 All that was required was 
information under three headings. The first was surname, first name and 
father’s name. The second - personal particulars - covered year and place 
of birth, wealth, family, place of imprisonment and date taken into captiv¬ 
ity. The third was function and rank in the former Polish army or in the 
police, espionage or prison services. The final heading, sentence - death 
by shooting - was fore-ordained by the 5 March decision. In theory, it was 
to be filled in by the Troika after its considerations had been completed. 
But one wonders if the Troika even had sight of any, let alone all, of the 
14700 files in the short time available to it before the massacre began. At 
any rate DPA officials checked the forms and asked camp departments 
and investigating teams to clear up ambiguous or inaccurate headings. 
The files were then sent to the NKVD Special Department, whose deputy- 
head, Arkadii Yakovlevich Gerchovskii, was responsible for their catalogu¬ 
ing. He also, initially, drew up the transportation or death lists. The 
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Troika confirmed these as they were prepared, on a collective, not indi¬ 
vidual basis, mainly during April. Lebedeva, who presents the most author¬ 
itative picture, cites 9 April 1940 as marking the peak of this simplified 
and accelerated process. On that day, the Troika confirmed the names on 
13 lists, thus condemning 1297 prisoners. 15 Doubtful or special cases, and 
certainly all those concerning agents, informers or possible sympathisers 
and collaborators, were considered individually, mainly by Mcrkulov. 

The bureaucracy and book-keeping of death 

The process of sending the PoWs from the special camps to the killing 
sites was, despite his later denials, supervised by DPA head Soprunenko, 
and his deputy for operational affairs, Ivan Khokhlov. They were respons¬ 
ible for directing the transportation or death lists drawn up by the NKVD 
Special Department to the camps and for maintaining the single num¬ 
bered main list. This was accompanied by the euphemistic instruction that 
the prisoners named on them were ‘to be placed at the disposal’ of the 
relevant regional NKVD - Smolensk for Kozelsk. Kharkov for Starobelsk 
and Kalinin for Ostashkov. The lists, at peak between four and six daily, 
were delivered to camp commandants by special couriers in sealed 
envelopes. The actual transportation lists, compiled from these, of those 
due to depart on any particular day were, however, confirmed by Moscow 
on each departure day with the reading of every individual name on the 
list over the telephone. The first of these were lists of 100, 49, 94 and 100 
names sent by Soprunenko to the Ostashkov commandant, Borisovets, on 

1 April. 7 The 343 named prisoners were transported out of the camp in 
the first execution convoy on 4-5 March to Kalinin and murdered there 
the same night. 8 The first list, containing 78 names, was sent to Kozelsk on 

2 April, They were included in the first convoy to leave the camp the 
following afternoon. 8 The first lists also reached Starobelsk on 1 April but 
the first convoy left only on 5 April. Transportation lists were not in alpha¬ 
betical order. There seems to have been no particular key to their compo¬ 
sition as they contain all ranks, ages and territorial origins. Zawodny, 
though, discerns a marked tendency for senior officers to be moved out 
first, from Kozelsk and Starobelsk, suggesting that the NKVD wished to 
dispose of the leadership element at the outset. 1 " 

The NKVD documents largely confirm a well-known narrative best pub¬ 
licised by Zawodny, FitzGibbon and the survivors’ literature. Masses of stat¬ 
istics and stodgy administrative detail have also emerged. This study is 
mainly concerned with establishing the broad picture and the main lines 
of explanation. I have, therefore, not spent overmuch time on reconciling 
the minor inconsistencies and inaccuracies which litter successive NKVD 
reports. This has been done by contemporary Polish scholars who con¬ 
tinued their crusade for establishing the exact and precise truth into the 
1990s. 
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The document folders, handed over to the Poles by Gorbachev on 13 
April 1990, contain the 45 transport lists sent to Kozelsk along with the 65 
lists sent to Ostashkov. 11 Information on Starobelsk was retrieved directly 
from the Russian Archives and published in Documents Concerning the Atroc¬ 
ity. Starobelsk received 41 written lists between 3 April and 10 May 1940 
containing 3891 names. These were drawn up into 28 transportation lists 
(25 for ‘disposal’ by Kharkov NKVD, two for Pavlishtchev Bor and one for 
Moscow NKVD); dated from 1 April onwards, they led to an uninter¬ 
rupted flow of daily departures from 5-25 April. They resumed on 2 May 
with the last major convoy of 235, the final execution convoy numbering 
33 left on 10 May, and the convoys finished on 12 May with 20 residual 
prisoners not desdned for execution. 

The size of the Starobelsk-Kharkov convoys varies up to a maximum of 
260 (three), with five others being in the 200-257 range, six between 150 
and 199, five between 100 and 149, three between 50 and 99 and only the 
last two execution convoys being under 50 at 25 and 33 respectively. The 
lists include 3888 names, of which 3810 were actually sent. 12 Subsequent 
DPA reports reveal that Ostashkov had convoyed 6236 out of 6263 names 
on the lists. 13 This included 98 out of the 99 ordered to be sent to 
Pavlishtchev Bor. 14 One particularly unfortunate prisoner had been 
included by mistake in the death convoys and, presumably, killed. No less 
than 16 of the missing 27 were prisoners who had died earlier in 
Ostashkov but still figured on the death lists. 15 Mistakes, double counting 
and earlier sendings to the NKVD in Kalinin accounted for the remaining 
11. The equivalent figures for Kozelsk were 4403 sent (including 198 to 
Pavlishtchev Bor) out of 4419, the shortfall of 16 being accounted for 
under no less than eight different headings. 16 

There is only marginal dispute about the numbers shot in the spring 
1940 massacre. The most authoritative figures are held to be Shelepin’s in 
his note of 9 March 1959 to Khruschev proposing the destruction of the 
record files. 17 The mature NKVD accounting is that a total of 21 857 pris¬ 
oners were shot, 4421 from Kozelsk at Katyn, 3820 from Starobelsk at 
Kharkov, 6311 from Ostashkov at Kalinin and 7305 in the Belarusan and 
Ukrainian prisons. Shelepin’s total for the three camps is, however, only 
14542, compared to Soprunenko’s figure of 15131 contained in a note of 
3 December 1941. 18 On the other hand Soprunenko’s figures drawn up 
between 21 and 25 May 1940, just after the massacre, corresponded very 
closely to Shelepin’s statistics. 19 In total 14587 PoWs had been ‘placed at 
the disposal’ of the NKVD (i.e. shot), 4404 from Kozelsk, 3896 from Staro¬ 
belsk and 6287 from Ostashkov. Another 395 had been sent to 
Pavlishtchev Bor. This corresponds very closely to the numbers executed 
which have been verified and confirmed by The Index of the Repressed : 4410 
at Katyn, 3739 at Kharkov and 6314 at Kalinin, totalling 14453. 20 The 
reason for the discrepancy of 544 between Soprunenko’s 1940 and 1941 
figures is probably explained by the addition by the NKVD to the death 
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convoys of prisoners from hospitals, their own internal prisons and the 
Ministry of Ferrous Metallurgy and the road-building camps. 

Images of massacre vary enormously. At one extreme one envisages large 
numbers of anonymous individuals driven to a cliff edge or a forest clearing 
and machine gunned. This occurred to both Whites and Reds during the 
Russian Civil War and at the end of the Second World War to Croatian and 
Slovenian anti-Titoists in Yugoslavia. It is also the picture popularised by 
films about Nazi and SS atrocities during the Second World War. Other 
images, are those of Turkish soldiers and peasants slaughtering Armenians 
during 1915-1916 or hate-filled Hutus descending on Tutsi villages to kill 
their victims in similarly varied but primitively violent and spontaneous 
ways. The Soviet 1940 massacre, though, shares one fundamental feature 
with the trainloads of Jewish and Roma victims brought to be exterminated 
in Auschwitz and the other Nazi death camps on industrial lines in batches 
according to a carefully thought out and scientifically organised method. 
The element of planned, impersonal and unemotional control predomi¬ 
nated even though the chosen Soviet method of execution was about as 
direct and personal a relationship between executioner and victim as one 
could get. As far as one knows, every single one of the 1940 victims was shot, 
in the first instance, by an individual NKVD executioner aiming to kill his 
victim with a single shot to the back of the head. 21 

Following on from this, one of the main NKVD socio-technical aims 
prior to the start of the massacre was to lull the Poles into a false sense of 
security. This was done by floating various rumours in the camps to fuel 
illusory hopes and feverish speculation. The camp authorities and guards 
talked openly from mid-March onwards about the prisoners being moved 
out. The PoWs from German-occupied territory were encouraged to think 
that they would be handed over to the Germans, who would then, allow 
them to go home. For pessimists, rumours were spread that, at worst, they 
would be transported to more permanent camps, deeper within Russia, 
while those from the Eastern Territories would be released home. The 
last-minute appearance of the sick and invalids from the hospitals was also 
interpreted, in various ways. All the PoWs were, in addition, vaccinated 
against typhus, dysentery and cholera. 22 Only a madman would do this to 
someone who was about to be shot would have been the obvious, and 
planned for, hardly Pavlovian, reaction. Or someone, who was so perfidi¬ 
ous that the wastage of scarce medical resources hardly figured compared 
to the achievement of a larger aim. Every PoW leaving in the departure 
convoys was also given what by Soviet standards was an almost munificent 
food ration for the journey. A nice, almost artistic, NKVD touch was that 
the sardines for senior officers were wrapped up in white foil paper, an 
unheard of luxury in the Soviet Union of the time. 

The fact that the three camps were situated at large distances from 
each other and lay within different Soviet administrations meant that 
three individually separate massacres could be organised simultaneously. 
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The evacuation, transportation, execution and burial of two lots of around 
4000 and one group of 6400 PoWs by three different sets of teams made the 
massacre much more manageable. It also compressed it into just over a live- 
week period rather than almost four months. As we shall see, shooting 
between two and three hundred prisoners almost every night, at the rate of 
one every two minutes or so, for a month was about the maximum strain 
that even hardened NKVD executioners could cope with, There may be 
some grains of truth in the widespread reports of suicides, alcoholism and 
personal breakdowns occasioned by their participation. One suspects that 
the main reason, however, was the incessant pressure of superiors and, by 
1940, the still fresh memory of the continual waves of internal purges of the 
previous four years. In theory, the larger number of individuals involved in 
the massacre at three different locations should have increased the problem 
of maintaining total secrecy. In practice, NKVD internal security and misin¬ 
formation techniques as well as the mutual self-interest of those involved 
maintained the veil of secrecy within the USSR. Destabilisation was carefully 
controlled by the Soviet elites who destroyed much compromising evidence 
in the mid to late 1950s. Only the fall of communism enabled a few elderly 
survivors to be confronted by judicial officials in the early 1990s. The 
dilemma is that the best-informed top officials like Sopruneno squirmed 
and lied the most in order to deny their personal responsibility.' 2 ® Overall, 
we are extremely lucky to have even Tokarev’s and Syromatnikov’s accounts 
of the killing and burial stage in Kalinin and Kharkov. 

The NKVD utilised the same principles and techniques to organise all 
the stages concerning the disposal of the PoWs from all three camps. The 
whole process also occurred simultaneously from 1 April until the first 
week of May with a bit of final clearing up of loose ends during the second 
week of May. The discovery and exhumation of the Katyn corpses in 1943 
and the revelation of the documents by Gorbachev and Yeltsin, however, 
means that it is now possible to examine the specifics concerning each 
individual camp. Glimpses and individual touches of detail have long been 
provided by survivors’ reminiscences. The heated and frustrated specu¬ 
lation of the Cold War period, culminating in Fitzgibbon’s inspired guess 
that Kharkov (Dergachii) and Bologoe or thereabouts were the burial sites 
for Starobelsk and Ostashkov, can now be confirmed, or disproved. The 
cold tacts revealed by the NKVD documentation shed enormous and 
incontrovertible light on the evacuation and transportation stages. The 
material can now bear authoritative and near final accounts of these two 
stages. It is hardly surprising that the Russian authorities have made 
almost no material available directly concerning the execution-burial 
stage. At best, an awful lot can be deduced from the remaining material. 
One also just does not know which sensitive documents were destroyed 
during the Soviet period. References to them or copies of copies, if that, 
perhaps still survive in some forgotten provincial deposit and await revela¬ 
tion when Russia undergoes further democratisation. 


Staro belsk-Kharkav 
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The first convoy departed from Starobejsk on 5 April. Camp commandant 
Berezkov informed, the Polish camp Elder, Major Kazimierz Niewiarowski, 
at 9 a.m. that its evacuation would begin on that day and continue daily 
with about 200-strong convoys. 24 He gave the impression that the PoWs 
would be transported by rail to distribution points in Kharkov, Kiev and 
Smolensk. From there they would be directed ‘home’ either to German- 
occupied Poland or to the Eastern Territories. He explained the relatively 
small size of the convoys on the grounds of dislocation caused to transport 
facilities by the Finnish War. The list of those due to travel was telephoned 
to the camp from 10 a.m. onwards. The 195 named on the first day were 
summoned to assemble by midday in the commandant’s block (number 
20) situated in the largest Orthodox church. There they were searched, 
but apparently, despite survivors’ accounts, not too thoroughly, as some 
personal belongings, particularly letters and notebooks, although no valu¬ 
ables, were found on the corpses when exhumed. What was undoubtedly 
true was that the roll calls were extremely intensive and repeated in order 
to ensure that individuals corresponded 100 per cent to the names on the 
list. 

The PoWs were then escorted out through the camp’s main gates. It is 
unclear from a survivor’s account whether they were loaded onto awaiting 
open-roofed lorries or quite literally herded on foot by heavily armed 
Escort Guards, assisted by baying dogs, to the railway station, about three 
miles distant. 2 ’ There they were loaded into Pullman carriages with barred 
and painted-over windows colloquially known as Stolypynovky , 21 ’ The indi¬ 
vidual compartments had been converted to accommodate eight bunks 
but conditions were extremely cramped as well as dark. There are reports 
of up to 16 prisoners being squeezed into a single compartment. We do 
not know how long the prisoners were kept there, before the trains moved 
out on their 160-mile-long journey to Kharkov. We also do not know how 
long, and with what breaks, if any, the trains took over what should have 
been a 4-5-hour journey passing through either Voroshilovgrad (now 
Lugansk) or Valuyki before arriving at sidings in the Kharkov south 
railway station. 27 

The Poles were deprived of their belts, coats and any suitcases carrying 
provisions at this point. Syromatnikov recalled, after half a century, that 
the prison guards later consumed the confiscated tinned fish finding it 
very tasty. The Poles were loaded, about 15 at a time, onto prison buses 
colloquially known as ‘black ravens’ or eziomy voronki which had had their 
windows painted over. They were transported to the NKVD internal 
prison, which was also its regional oblast headquarters, situated on 
Chernyshevskii Street. The four level building with a basement was blown 
up just before the Germans occupied Kharkov in 1941. We now have Syro¬ 
matnikov’s account of the PoWs’ execution and burial, which builds up to 
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a fairly detailed picture as a result of persistent and repeated procuracy 
questioning . 28 We also have the results of the exhumations carried out in 
the forest-park in 1991 and 1995-1996.^ The executions were always com¬ 
pleted in a single night, beginning in the evening and continuing very late 
into the night, or even early morning, particularly when the number of 
killings was over 250. The Poles, according to Syromatnikov, were never 
kept in the extremely cramped holding cells for longer than a day or two. 
As the amount of cell space available was limited to about 250, and already 
held prisoners, the NKVD were under strong pressure to keep up the 
killing of the PoWs, as they came in, so as to clear space for the following 
convoy. 

As in the other two massacres every PoW was shot individually in the 
back of the head by a revolver using German-manufactured 7.65 mm Geco 
ammunition. Soviet Nagan, not German-manufactured Walther, revolvers 
arc reported by Syromatnikov as having been used in the Kharkov 
instance. He may have been mistaken as the central NKVD functionaries 
had learnt from experience that the Soviet TT pistol was unreliable for 
repeated use as it tended to get jammed. Syromatnikov testified that the 
prisoners were called out by name and taken individually from the 
holding cells to another room where they were searched and ordered to 
take off any remaining caps, jackets and shirts. Their hands were then tied 
behind their backs. The cord discovered by subsequent exhumations was 
uniformly about one metre long and had the same type of knots .® 1 They 
were then taken to an ante-room adjoining the execution cell in the base¬ 
ment where another two or three colleagues would already be waiting. 
The Poles were, by now, fully aware of their fate, because they would have 
heard the muffled echo of shots. The victims were taken individually 
through a short corridor into the closed and window-less execution cell 
where a seated and unidentified NKVD official, rightly or, probably, 
wrongly described as a ‘procurator’ by Syromatnikov, rechecked the pris¬ 
oner’s personal details. Tokarev contradicts Syromatnikov directly on this 
point. As Tokarev is more reliable on most of the detail - the formalities 
were more likely to have been carried out in the ante, not execution, 
chamber. 

The actual shooung, according to Syromatnikov, was carried out by- 
Timofei Fedorovich Kuprii, who had just been promoted from Junior to 
Senior Lieutenant of State Security in anticipation of his services in the 
massacre. Kuprii was the head of the administrative-economic department 
of the Kharkov regional NKVD. The editors of Volume Two of Documents 
Concerning the Atrocity consider, however, that some of the NKVD officials 
sent down by Moscow also acted as executioners. Whether Petr Safonov, 
the head of the regional NKVD, and his deputy, P. Tikhonov, were also 
directly involved in the shootings is unclear. The central/regional NKVD 
funedonaries may have been confused as ‘procurators’ by Syromatnikov, 
while some shooting may have been done in turn. The third person in the 
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cell was apparently a guard whose job was to dispose of the spent bullets 
and to reload a whole battery of six revolvers. Perhaps his job, along with 
that of the ‘procurators’, was also to hold the prisoner firmly so that the 
shot could be placed exactly. Kuprii seems to have favoured shooting, not 
in the back of the head as was prevalent elsewhere, but a bit lower down, 
between the shoulder blades, on the third neck-bone, which resulted in 
the bullet exiting at the mouth . 31 Optimal results involved much less 
bleeding. The exhumation evidence is that some prisoners were, shot 
twice. Some were even finished off by being hit with a rifle-butt, so some 
sort of desperate final resistance might have been put up .* 2 Such prison¬ 
ers, according to the exhumation evidence, also had their hands tied with 
barbed wire and additional rope. 

When the prisoner had been killed the executioners called out ‘alio’ 
and another tw-o guards entered the cell to bind the victim’s head and to 
clear up any blood. They carried the body out on a greatcoat into an 
adjoining cell where they were stacked on top of each other, or sometimes 
straight out on a stretcher onto the lorries. Another ‘alio’ and the next 
victim would be brought in. Experienced and hardened as the NKVD exe¬ 
cutioners were one really wonders if a single team of three or four could 
have kept up the necessary killing rate of one victim every two minutes for 
6-8 hours on end. A possible inference is, therefore, that alternate killing 
teams replaced each other eve 17 so often, or, less likely, given the man¬ 
power and space constraints, that the killing was done simultaneously by 
more than one team. Syromatnikov is absolutely insistent that the execu¬ 
tions and burials took place solely at night . 33 When they had finished the 
killers and their assistants washed their hands in methylated spirits. They 
relaxed with copious amounts of vodka which, presumably, made it easier 
for them to fall asleep in order to be ready for the next night’s grisly work. 

The sixth sector of the forest-park lying on the northern outskirts of 
Kharkov about a mile from the hamlet of Piatichatkii had long been 
known to specialists as an NKVD burial site. Bodies of Soviet citizens, both 
pre- and post-dating the 1940 massacre, were found there during the 
1990s exhumations. It was always the prime candidate, certainly from the 
time of FitzGibbon’s writings, and it was therefore no surprise when it was 
confirmed officially in 1990 as the final resting place for the Starobelsk 
PoWs. Syromatnikov’s account, together with the exhumation evidence, 
means that most aspects of the burial stage are now known and uncontro- 
versial. Pre-1990 rumours that some of the PoWs were shot close to Staro- 
bclsk or transported directly to the Kharkov forest-park where they were 
shot on Katyn lines have now been totally disproved . 34 A Polish second 
lieutenant, while being held in Starobelsk prison, heard rumours of the 
shooting locally of Polish PoWs from the Starobelsk camp. 3 '’ Such canards 
concerning Starobelsk were, however, much discussed in the post-1970s 
FitzGibbon speculation about the true fate of the non-Kozelsk-Katyn 
victims of the 1940 massacre. 31 ’ 
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The piles of bodies in the NKVD cellars were loaded, at night, onto 
covered heavy lorries and driven the short way down the Belgorod road to 
the forest-park. Syromatnikov states that there were only two such lorries 
and that about 25-30 bodies were loaded onto each. This means that 
between four and six round trips per night would have been required 
during the peak killing period in April. The NKVD secdon of the forest- 
park, which was surrounded by a wooden fence and guarded heavily, lies 
to the right of the road going in the Belgorod direction. There the bodies 
were stacked in earlier dug trenches, Syromatnikov tesdfied that he was 
one of a six-man team that took ten days to excavate the largest trench 
plus a number of smaller ones. When full, the trenches were topped over 
with white coloured quicklime and covered over with earth. 

Extensive exhumarions were carried out under the auspices of the 
Council for Defending the Memory of Struggle and Suffering (ROPWiM) 
during 1994-1996 which followed up preliminary diggings and investiga- 
dons in 1991.* 7 The main trench was estimated as holding about 1250 
bodies, not 500 as claimed by Syromatnikov. The Polish invesdgators dis¬ 
covered about 60 smaller trenches dug to a standard two metre depth. 
Only ten held Polish corpses and the remainder held skeletons of Soviet 
citizens, including women, shot mainly during 1938-1939. All told, the 
various investigations yielded 15 mass graves containing 4302 bodies. As 
this is over 300 more than the total of Starobelsk inmates, one supposition 
is that the additional bodies may be those of Poles shot in Ukrainian 
prisons as part of the 1940 massacre.* 8 The vast majority of graves were 
‘wet’, with the bodies compressed and congealed together by pressure and 
water, but at least two yielded clear ‘dry’ skeletons. The graves yielded a 
certain amount of personal belongings which are now kept in the Katyn 
Museum in Warsaw. The 1996 expedition was successful in identifying the 
names of 284 Polish bodies. 

Ostashkov-Mednoe 

The evacuation of the Ostashkov camp began with the departure of the first 
convoy on 4 April. 39 There is documentary confirmation, in the form of a 
cipher telegram sent on 5 April by Kalinin regional NKVD head Tokarev to 
Merkulov, that ‘the first order’ had been completed on 343 victims.* In 
other words the first convoy was transported and massacred very rapidly. 
The last convoy departed on 19 May and Tokarev confirmed the killing of 
the final 64 on 22 May. 41 Eighteen convoys left Ostashkov between 6 and 29 
April during which time 5291 prisoners were transported out. 42 The first two 
convoys were huge, numbering 494 and 349 respectively. Subsequent ones 
were smaller but still ranged from 136 to 350, most being very large, around 
the 300 mark. The Ostashkov convoys were much larger than the ones from 
Starobelsk. Considerably greater numbers had to be disposed of but the rail 
travel distance and time were much shorter. 
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Survivors’ accounts confirm that departure lists were communicated as 
in Starobelsk. The summoned prisoners assembled in the cinema where 
they were searched and given the standard provisions. From there they 
were marched out of the camp, across the frozen ice, according to some 
accounts, to be escorted, once on the mainland, by the usual guards with 
sub-machine guns and dogs to the railway station. In order to lull them 
into a false sense of security they were moved out to the melodies of a 
musical group provided by the camp authorities. 

The transportation stage from Ostashkov to Kalinin railway station 
(now Tver), in the same type of Pullman carriages (Tokarev says that 
about 5-8 were used daily), was similar to that of Starobelsk except that 
the route was much shorter. The NKVD documents reveal much more 
detail, however, such as the names of the convoy commandants (Senior 
Lieutenants of State Security Pavel F. Dulemba and Nikolai M. Murashov) 
and the NKVD receiving officers in Kalinin (Lieutenants of State Security 
Timofei F. Kachin and M.A. Kozochskii). Kachin’s regular receipts for the 
numbers received and Tokarev’s confirmation of the ‘order completed’ 
on that number are sparsely economical but all the more chilling for 
that. 4 * From the railway station the PoWs were bussed to the NKVD 
regional headquarters at 2 Soviet Street and held in the basement cells of 
the internal prison. 44 This building, which later became the Medical Insti¬ 
tute, had four floors with a large basement. 

The testimony concerning the Ostashkov massacre by Dmitrii 
Stepanovich Tokarev (1902-1993) is much fuller and much more reliable 
than Syromatnikov’s (1908-1994) for Kharkov. For a start Syromatnikov 
was basically a senior corridor guard who was eventually promoted to 
militia lieutenant. While his general description of events is reliable 
enough he clearly tried to confuse the issue of his direct participation by 
claiming that he was ill for most of the relevant period. The truth, or a 
semblance of it in the form of a blind old man’s failing memory and 
excuses after half a century, had quite literally to be squeezed out of him 
by repeated and increasingly persistent questioning during five separate 
interrogations by the Soviet, Ukrainian and Russian Procuracies in 
1990-1992. Tokarev was far more senior and far better placed as head of 
the regional Kalinin NKVD to be fully informed than the brutish Syromat¬ 
nikov. Tokarev was one of the ‘highly decorated and richly uniformed 
thugs’, to use Conquest’s phrase, who consolidated his career on Beria’s 
coat-tails after 1939 on the basis of sendees such as the Ostashkov-Kalinin- 
Mednoe massacre. 44 Syromatnikov was justified in saying that he merely 
carried out the orders of Kuprii, his superior officer. Tokarev had been a 
colonel in the border guards before being transferred to the NKVD. He 
seems sincere in claiming to have been much happier in that service 
although he continued in the NKVD until 1954 rising to brigade-general 
rank. Like many others involved in the massacre he was promoted (to 
captain of state security) just before its start. Tokarev’s extremely long and 
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detailed main testimony on 20 March 1991 has been published in a 
number of sources.'"’ 

Tokarev emphasised that the Ostashkov camp was controlled centrally 
by the Moscow NKVD. It was quite independent of the Kalinin NKVD, 
enjoying a type of extra-territorial status within the oblast. He also denied 
any direct intervention or activity in the camp, or that any PoW files 
passed through his office, even when presented with documents from 
Soprunenko indicating the opposite. Tokarev testified that the Kalinin 
operation was supervised by three officials sent down from Moscow. 
Senior Major of State Security N.I. Sinegubov (Deputy Head of the NKVD 
Transport Department and its chief investigator) seems to have been in 
overall charge. Mikhail S. Krivenko (Chief of Staff of the NKVD Escort 
Troops) oversaw the transportation side of the operation in collaboration 
with Milshtein in Moscow. Major of State Security Vasilii M. Blokhin (a 
GUGB Administrative-Economic Department functionary and comman¬ 
dant of an NKVD building in Moscow) directed the execution stage. He 
also, personally, acted as the main executioner, bringing with him from 
Moscow a whole suitcase full of Walther 2 type pistols used to shoot the 
Poles. These functionaries took up residence in, and directed operations 
from, a saloon-sleeping wagon, shunted into the dead end of a railway 
siding and with telephone connections rigged to it. 

Tokarev estimates that about SO NKVD functionaries of all grades, from 
both the central-regional and local NKVD levels, were involved in die execu¬ 
tion and burial stage. His account of the Kalinin executions differs from 
Syromatnikov’s description of Kharkov in some important respects. Given 
the different personal and professional factors involved, Tokarev’s account 
should be accepted as more indicative of general NKVD practices. The pris¬ 
oners were taken directly by prison guards from the holding cells to a red- 
painted basement ante-chamber known as the ‘Leninist room’ as it was used 
for political-agitation work. There, their personal details were checked as in 
Kharkov. They were, then, handcuffed and led to the adjoining soundproof 
execution chamber. It is likely that the Kalinin killings were much more 
brutal and simplified than in the Kharkov case because of the larger sizes of 
each nightly convoy from Ostashkov. According to Tokarev no procurator 
was present in the execution room and no formalities such as the reading of 
sentence took place. The prisoners were quite simply confronted by 
Blokhin wearing a brown leather cap and leather apron with brown motor¬ 
cycle elbow-length leather gloves, held down and shot in the back of the 
head either by him or by Senior Lieutenant of State Security Andrei M. 
Rubanov (Head of the Administrative-Economic Department, Kalinin oblast 
NKVD). They were assisted by other prison guards as well as by Tokarev’s 
chauffeur, Sukharev, who allegedly provided him with colourful, almost 
gleeful, accounts of the nightly killings. The slaughter house methods 
employed at Kalinin would have taken no longer than a minute or two per 
individual and could have coped with the numbers involved in a night. 
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The bodies were then taken out into a courtyard through a secondary' 
entrance by prison guards and drivers where, presumably, the handcuffs 
were taken off for renewed use, by the likes of another local NKVD driver, 
Bogdanov. The corpses were then loaded on to five to six waiting heavy 
lorries which, unlike the ones in Kharkov, were open. Their loads, there¬ 
fore, had to be covered with canvas. The lorries had a 20-mile drive along 
the Moscow-Leningrad road to Mednoe a small village lying on the River 
Tver. There, Blokhin had already chosen an unfenced burial site on the 
edge of a wood, about half a kilometre from Tokarev’s dacha, which was 
subsequently, waiched over by a joint caretaker called Sorokin. Two round 
trips involving loading and unloading the bodies could just have been 
squeezed into a single night. As in Kharkov, the bodies were stacked in 
trenches which had earlier been dug by a mechanical digger worked by 
two NKVD operatives who came down from Moscow with Sinegubov’s 
team and who assisted in the burials. Tokarev says that about 24-25 
trenches, each corresponding to a night’s killing, were required. The 
trenches were then covered over by the mechanical digger but no quick¬ 
lime was used and little effort was made to mask the site by planting trees 
or shrubs. Tokarev liaised with his successor, Senenkov, about the burial 
site. The latter, and his successors, took precautions to maintain secrecy 
and to discourage intruders. Unlike Katyn and Kharkov, German occupa¬ 
tion of the area was relatively short. Exhumations in the 1990s uncovered 
23 mass graves but individual identification was impossible as the bodies 
had decomposed and fused together by then. 4 ' 

Kozebk-Katyti 

I have left discussion of the Kozelsk-Katyn massacre until last as an enorm¬ 
ous literature on it has built up since the Germans announced the discov¬ 
ery of the corpses in spring 1943. Much of the speculation, and all of the 
Soviet misinformation and cover story, has now been disproved. Its rele¬ 
vance, nowadays, is not so much how this evidence contributed to the 
struggle for the ‘truth’ about Katyn; rather it is part of the mechanisms of 
how that ‘truth’ was controlled, managed and presented during the 
period of East-West ideological-systemic conflict up until 1990. 

The first convoy of 74 PoWs left Kozelsk on the afternoon of 3 April. 
The summoned PoWs, assembled in the club where they were given lunch 
and provisions for the journey. The 800 grams of bread, three herrings 
and a little sugar were wrapped in white foil paper for the senior officers 
and ordinary grey paper for junior ranks. They were taken by heavy 
lorries, on a roundabout route to avoid inhabited areas, to Kozelsk railway 
station. There they were loaded onto the same type of prison carriages as 
in the other two cases. The trains passed through Sukhino and Smolensk. 
The earliest convoys left messages on bits of paper in the carriages as well 
as on the compartment walls, so the PoWs may have known that they were 
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heading towards Smolensk. 48 Nekhoreshev reported to Mcrkulov on 22 
April that his functionaries had ordered that such messages, as well as 
accompanying ‘anti-Soviet slogans’, should be washed off after every 
journey. 49 At Smolensk the train was broken up into two or three smaller 
sections, some of which might have waited for up to a night until the 
NKVD had cleared any backlog in their killing. Were some prisoners 
taken off at this point to be shot in the Smolensk prison cellars? The bulk 
of the PoWs were certainly disembarked in a siding at Gnezdovo railway 
station, about 12 miles from Smolensk, straight onto awaiting ‘black 
ravens’ at half hourly intervals. Professor Stanislaw Swianiewicz, trans¬ 
ported from Kozelsk on 29 April, was taken off the train here and is the 
sole survivor able to report on the PoWs’journey up to that point. 511 

We are, then, faced with two contrasting versions of the execution 
stage. The traditional, and until the 1990s unchallenged, Death in the Forest 
view is that they were driven directly to the Katyn forest where they were 
shot on the edge of previously excavated trenches and buried instantly in 
one fell swoop. This conflation of the execution and burial stages has 
been challenged, but not disproved, by the NKVD documentation and by 
the testimonies regarding the Kharkov and Kalinin prison cell method of 
killing. One of the surviving prison guards, Petr Klimov, claimed in 1990 
that some PoWs were shot in the forest while some were shot in the more 
usual NKVD manner in the cellars of the NKVD prison in Smolensk. 51 The 
latter suggestion, which had been repeated in a Polish TV programme, 
was refuted byjacek Trznadel. 52 Klimov also asserted that the execution 
team was led by Lieutenant of State Security Ivan Stelmakh, commandant 
of the NKVD Smolensk internal prison. Interviews with participants in the 
massacre, Klimov and the NKVD ‘black raven’ driver, Ivan Titkov, were 
reported exhaustively by the Warsaw press in 1990/’ 3 Other suggestions 
that they were shot in an adjoining garage with the sound of the shots 
being muffled by a tractor engine were disproved by the failure of the 
Polish Red Cross investigators to find any bullet holes in 1943. 

We have already seen from the NKVD documents that the bulk of the 
Kozelsk inmates were transported in 16 convoys to Smolensk (plus one to 
Pavlischtchev Bor) between 3 and 28 April. The evacuation of the camp was 
completed between 7 and 11 May when three convoys were directed to 
Smolensk and one to Pavlischtchev Bor and some residual prisoners were 
sent to Moscow. A clue to the controversy surrounding the killing site may 
be provided by an examination of the size of the convoys which were, in 
general, significandy larger than the ones sent to Kharkov and larger than 
the Kalinin ones. Seven of the Kozelsk convoys were over 300 (including 
439 on 16 April and 411 on 28 April) while another three were between 250 
and 299. Given that there is only speculation that the Smolensk NKVD 
internal prison was used for this particular massacre, and that the NKVD 
guest house had limited holding facilities, it is probable that the larger 
convoys, at least, must have been disposed of on the forest site. Lebedeva 
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contradicts Zaron by citing the already mentioned Klimov as saying that a 
certain number of killings were carried out in the NKVD Smolensk prison at 
13 Dzerzhinsky Street and the bodies were then transported to Katyn. 54 This 
is possible, although there is absolutely no corroborating primary evidence 
for this suggesdon. Swianiewicz reports that the Smolensk prison was 
‘empty’ when he passed through in late April, whatever that might indicate. 
On the other hand the foremost authority on the Katyn massacre expressed 
the opinion (in the 1990s) that the first few Kozelsk convoys were killed in 
the Smolensk prison cellars just as in Kharkov and Kalinin.® 5 

There are in fact voices from the Katyn graves. The diaiy found on the 
corpse of Major Adam Solski throws crucial light on the time frame of the 
operation. 51 ’ He was ordered to pack and assemble in the club at 11.40 on 
the morning of 7 April 1940. There he had lunch and was searched. His 
convoy left Kozelsk at 2.55 p.m.. We now know from Soprunenko’s trans¬ 
portation list of 6 April 1940 to Korolev that he was general number 2159 
and number 41 out of 89 names on his list. 57 The latter included Brigade- 
Generals Bohaterowicz and Smorawihski and Division General Minkiewicz 
but not Brigade-General Wolkowicki, who, for reasons discussed else¬ 
where, was not transported to his death. The convoy arrived at the Kozelsk 
railway sidings at 4.55 p.m. and Solski was loaded into a compartment with 
11 colleagues. The train did not move until 3.30a.m. on the 8th and did 
not arrive at Smolensk railway sidings until midday. According to Solski’s 
notes they were kept there, until after they were woken at 5a.m. on the 
9th. He then had a ‘terrible’journey, pressed into one of 15 small and 
tight cubicles in a prison van, ‘to a wood, something in the character of a 
summer resort'. A thorough search of the prisoners in his group took 
place before 8.30a.m. local time. Solski writes that this was when his 
watch, ring and money were confiscated. The notes cut off at this point. 
We are left to imagine poor Solski thrown into the back of a prison van, 
dragged out and tied up, manhandled and pushed to his knees, shot and 
thrown into the burial trench from which his corpse re-emerged three 
years later as number 0490 in a pit containing 2500 bodies. How reliable 
was his watch (which might have kept, or at least he recorded, both 
Warsaw and Smolensk time), his timings and his note keeping, though? 
Does his itinerary indicate the stretched out nature of the process? 58 Did 
the NKVD use the frequent long stops to catch up on and double check 
their paper work? Were the prisoners bussed straight to the killing site 
from Gnezdovo, dragged out and tied or trussed up, depending on the 
extent of resistance, and then shot, as suggested by Abarinov? Were early 
morning executions the norm at Katyn? Poignant questions awaiting 
answers, which may or may not be delivered in the fullness of time. 

There is no doubt that the PoWs were driven about three kilometres 
from Gnezdovo along the Smolensk road to Katyn, a name that has passed 
into infamy alongside Lidice, Oradour and Srebrenica and which has 
become the cryptonym for the whole of the 1940 massacre. The NKVD 
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had a wooden guest or rest house here, sometimes referred to as a villa, in 
the Goat Hills (Kosogorii/Kozie Gory) lying close to the River Dnieper 
within the Katyn forest. The latter, in another of history’s ironies had 
belonged to the Polish Kozlinski and Lednicki gentry families in the nine¬ 
teenth centuries. The guest house, along with the adjoining garages, was 
either burnt down or dismanded in the late 1940s. The local resident and 
collecdve farm worker Ivan Krivozertsov testified that the Cheka had used 
the area as a killing and burial site from the time of the Bolshevik Revolu¬ 
tion. It became an enclosed GPU forbidden zone after 1929." The dacha 
was a holiday and rest house for NKVD functionaries. It was used as an 
assembly point prior to executions and then as sleeping quarters. He 
reports that prisoners from Smolensk were brought in by open lorry to dig 
trenches from early March onwards. This sounds much more convincing 
than Titkov’s unnecessarily sensationalist testimony that 16 army recruits 
were shot after digging the trenches and burying the bodies. 60 Krivoz¬ 
ertsov also says that he, personally, saw, the convoys transporting the Poles 
from Gnezdovo railway station to Katyn. The local population took it for 
granted that they were executed there. 

Unlike Kharkov, Katyn was a closed site and much further away from 
the nearest city. The burial site for the Polish PoWs was only 600 yards 
away from the guest house which was not purpose built for executions like 
the Kharkov and Kalinin NKVD internal prison cellars. 81 Why the Polish 
PoWs were not killed in the NKVD internal prison in Smolensk is a ques¬ 
tion which will probably never be answered satisfactorily. The most con¬ 
vincing explanation is that the local NKVD tradition, and practice, was 
one of killing prisoners in a dosed perimeter with the sounds of gunshot 
being muffled by the forest. The convenience of conflating the execution 
and burial stages in Katyn thus outweighed any additional and resultant 
complications involved in the actual killings themselves. 

The main execution team seems to have been Senior Lieutenant of 
Stale Security Iosif Grybov (commandant of NKVD internal prisons in the 
Smolensk oblast), Nikolai Gvozdovskii (assistant commandant of the 
NKVD Smolensk internal prison) and another NKVD prison comman¬ 
dant, Ivan Stelmakh. The literature has numerous references to this group 
being strengthened by similar functionaries from the Minsk oblast NKVD. 
Krivozertsov even suggests that the latter were solely responsible for the 
actual killings but he seems to have been taken in by disinformation 
spread by a Smolensk NKVD driver. The Kharkov and Kalinin evidence 
suggests that about a couple of dozen drivers and prison guards like the 
previously mentioned Klimov and Titkov were easily recruited or dra¬ 
gooned from the local Smolensk NKVD to support the directing group of 
executioners and commanders. 62 The oddity of the Katyn case, however, is 
the absence of central NKVD functionaries to oversee the operation. The 
apparent delegation of command to the regional level may, however, just 
reflect a significant gap in the sources. 
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The absence of major testimony by participants concerning the execu¬ 
tion-burial stage in Katyn is more than offset by the importance of the 
exhumation evidence. This, unlike the other two cases, was carried out in 
1943, just three years after the massacre, and not almost half a century 
later. Although the 1994 and 1995 exhumations discovered some residual 
personal belongings and trinkets almost everything of any significance 
had been discovered by the 1943 investigations.® Two of the investigators 
involved also concluded that ‘there is no unequivocal evidence as to 
where the officers were murdered’. 64 The political significance of the 
International Medical Commission and the Polish Red Cross will be dis¬ 
cussed in Chapter Six. Here, we discuss the light thrown on the killings by 
their work on the exhumed bodies in spring-summer 1943. 

The 1943 investigators discovered 8 mass graves ranging in depth from 
six to 11 feet. They contained between ten and 12 layers of bodies stacked 
face down. It would appear from the 1943 findings that, as in the ante¬ 
rooms to the execution chambers in the Kharkov and Kalinin basements, 
the PoWs had been searched and deprived of most valuables, at some 
point, as there was a total absence of rings and watches. The exhumations, 
however, revealed numerous personal belongings such as identification 
documents, correspondence, cards, photos and aluminium military tags. 
This facilitated identification of 2815 (67.9 per cent) of the 4143 bodies 
excavated.® The most important, from the academic viewpoint, were a 
variety of diaries and notebooks constituting a form of prison memoirs 
which were collected by the Polish Red Cross Commission in April-May 
1943. They were sent to Krakow and, eventually, comprised the Robel col¬ 
lection, discussed in Chapter Six. l>6 All entries and dates in them broke off 
between 6 and 20 April 1940. The significance of this aspect, apart from 
enriching the historical record and contributing to the reconstruction of 
the course of events in the massacre, was also politically crucial in one 
major respect. As the exhumations were carried out either by, or in full 
sight of, the Polish participants it was proved beyond all question that 
these were genuine documents. There was no way that such evidence 
could have faked through insertion after the execution and burial of the 
Poles. The bodies were also stacked according to the order in which they 
were reported by survivors as leaving Kozelsk. In other words, an import¬ 
ant plank of the Soviet cover story was blown from the start. 

It was established in 1943 that the PoWs were shot and buried in their 
greatcoats and uniforms. Any reconstruction of the course of events must 
involve a certain amount of speculation but it is most likely that the PoWs 
were unloaded close to the guest house. What NKVD formalities might or 
might not have occurred at this point in order to check identities or to 
seize anything left of value is unknown, except for Solski’s note. A certain 
number (possibly 15-30 at a time) would then have been stuffed into the 
back of two on-site black ravens who would have driven them the short dis¬ 
tance to the burial trenches. There, they would have been pulled out indi- 
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vidually, dragged to the edge of, or possibly into, the trench itself, held 
down and shot in the back of the head in the normal NKVD fashion. 
Infra-red microscopic analysis established that the revolver was fired ; 
against the victim’s raised collar or placed directly against the head. In 
general, the bullet’s trajectory was from the back of the neck upwards with . 
the exit point at the front of the skull being between the nose and hair 
line or an eye socket. The difference from the other two cases is that the ; 

PoWs must have heard the shots and seen the terrible sight ahead of them ; 

of a colleague being shot and thrown onto the packed rows of bodies 
already in the trenches. There is much exhumation evidence, including 
mouth gags, rope-ties and a variety of injuries, to suggest that, although 
resistance was hopeless, it occurred, especially amongst the younger offi- ) 
cers and cadets; the executioners’ task was thus rendered messier and ; 
more difficult.'” This, necessitated a certain number of second shots and a 
significant number of cases where the victim was finally dispatched by a 
four-edged Red Army bayonet or rifle butt. l,ff There is also evidence to 
suggest that a number of officers were even held down horizontally on top 
of the corpses, and shot in this terrible position. The 1990s exhumations 
established more precisely that about a fifth of the victims had their hands 
tied behind their backs with wire or white rope tied in a double knot. i 

Others had the cord tied around their necks and hands in a standard ( 

NKVD procedure where the knot occasioned suffocation, if resistance was 
offered. The eighth or so thus trussed up had had their heads covered 
with their greatcoats, or with rags. 

Walther pistols were used as in Kalinin with Geco 7.65D mm ammuni¬ 
tion, the same as in the other two cases. Zawodny states that some 6.35 
calibre bullets were also used. ,i!l The Germans conceded that this had been 
manufactured inter-war by the Gustav Genshow ordinance company in 
Durlach near Karlsruhe between 1921 and 1931. 7(1 Their claim that the 1 
ammunition had been exported to Poland, the Baltic States and the USSR ; 

was not refuted supporting the surmise that the NKVD used stocks ■ 

obtained during the 1939 occupations. 71 

One can conclude that the execution mode at Katyn differed 
fundamentally from that at Kharkov and Kalinin. It is, therefore, paradoxi¬ 
cal and ironic that the German occupation and the evidence unearthed in 
1943 turned it into the symbol for the whole massacre. The closed terrain 
and its acceptable distance from any major population meant that the 
NKVD could kill the PoWs quite securely out in the open by the burial 
trenches. It is just possible that the final residual prisoners left over at the 
end of a day’s killings might have been disposed of close by the guest 
house and then transported for burial. There does not seem to be any 
obvious practical need for this, however. The executioners did not have 
far to go to the guest house, after washing their hands in the usual methy¬ 
lated spirits, to eat, get drunk on vodka and sleep off the effects of the 
day’s killings. Kobulov and his central planners, therefore, seem to have 
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had full confidence that the Smolensk regional personnel could be relied 
on in Katyn because of their experience and favourable local circum¬ 
stances. If the Minsk NKVD participated, as reported, it might have been 
primarily for training and ‘symbolic’ purposes (Belarusans killing hated 
Polish oppressors!). In a probable attempt at self-exculpation Tokarev 
stresses that Kobulov, by contrast, at the preparatory March meetings in 
Moscow, expressed a lack of similar faith in the capacity of the Kalinin 
NKVD. 72 

The killings in the Belarusan and Ukrainian prisons 

It is now generally accepted that the shooting of 7305 out of 18632 
arrestees held in prisons in Belarus and Ukraine should be considered an 
integral part of the 1940 massacre. Those shot were Polish military officers 
of all ranks, policemen, factory owners and judicial and civil officials who 
had been detained either during the September campaign or as part of 
the subsequent Soviet drive to extirpate the Polish elite in the Occupied 
Ter ritories. Their fate was sealed in Beria’s 5 March 1940 proposal, 
approved by the politburo, that 11000 of these counter-revolutionaries 
should be shot at the same time as the camp inmates. Their cases were to 
be considered by the same Troika on the basis of evidence provided by the 
NKVD of the Belarusan and Ukrainian republics. Their formal decisions 
provided the legitimacy for the transportation or death lists confirmed by 
the First/Special GUGB Department of the NKVD in Moscow. It is most 
likely that the files containing specific proposals were produced by the 
republic Special Departments and their representatives in the main NKVD 
prisons, in the first instance. Beria's breakdown of the arrestees was that 
1207 were officers, 5141 policemen, gendarmes and intelligence agents, 
347 spies and diversionaries and 465 factory owners and officials of which 
5345 fitted into the catch-all category of members of counter-revolution¬ 
ary and independence organisations. 7S As we have seen, his residual cat- 
egoiy of 6127 frontier crossers (refugees from the Ge.neral-Gouvemement 
and would-be escapees to it) were largely deported to the GULAG. 

We have almost no direct information about the preparatory contacts 
between the Moscow centre and the republic NKVD and political elites. 
The formal initiating organisational document for this part of the mas¬ 
sacre was Beria’s Order 00350 of 22 March 1940 on ‘the evacuation of the 
NKVD prisons in the western oblasts of the U(kr)SSR and BSSR’V He 
ordered that the prisoners held in a number of prisons throughout the 
two republics should be transported and concentrated centrally. This doc¬ 
ument also indicates that this transportation and killing operation was 
directed centrally from Moscow, as discussed below, by Beria and two of 
his deputy Ministers, Vasilii Chernyshev and Ivan Ivanovich Maslennikov.' 5 
The evidence discussed below gives the lie to earlier views that there could 
literally be dozens of execution and burial sites in Belarus and the 













110 Course and mechanisms of the killings 

Ukraine. ‘In each obvod, in various towns and prisons executions were 
carried out - I would say locally.’™ 

In the Ukraine Beria delegated Major of State Security Pavel Zujev to 
assist republic NKVD head Ivan Serov. The latter seems to have continued 
in this role after being nominated as Merkulov’s First Deputy-Minister in 
the independent NKGB formed on 3 February 1940. Three thousand pris¬ 
oners were to be moved, under reinforced guard, to the central prisons in 
Kiev, Kharkov and Kherson by the commander of the 13th division of 
Escort Troops, Colonel Aleksandr K. Zavjalov. Of these 900 came from 
Lwow, 500 from Rowno, 500 from Volhynia, 500 from Tarnopol, 200 from 
Drohobysz and 400 from Stanisiawow. Chernyshev was directed, to draw 
up a list, also within a ten-day period, of 8000 prisoners held in Ukraine 
and Belarus to be sent to GULAG. Three thousand of these were to be 
drawn from the prisons in Kiev, Kharkov and Kherson, presumably in 
order to make way for the same number of incomers. The latter’s arrival 
in Kiev in late March-early April probably signalled the start of the 
killings. They needed to be disposed of before the arrival of the Starobelsk 
prisoners, who, as we have seen, were the last to start leaving camp on 5 
April. It is highly probable that the slight delay was caused by this factor. 77 
The Kiev victims from the Ukrainian prisons would, on this presumption, 
therefore have been the first to have been buried in the forest-park. 78 

The arrangements were almost identical in Belarus. Republic NKVD 
head Tsanava was given the same ten-day period to concentrate 3000 pris¬ 
oners in Minsk. The largest number, 1500, were from Brzesc; as there is 
no mention of the other most strongly Polish district in Grodno, one 
wonders if this also included the Poles arrested there. Possibly, the 
Grodno Poles were killed on the spot, thus making up the difference 
between the 6000 transported to the central prisons and the number 
given as finally shot. The remainder were 550 from Wilno, 500 from Pinsk 
and 400 from Baranowicze. Captain of State Security Alexandr Chechev 
was delegated to assist Tsanava while Colonel Popov was designated to 
command the 15th brigade of Escort Troops in the operation. Beria 
assigned responsibility for overall supervision in Moscow of the transporta¬ 
tion and killings in both republics to Ivan Maslennikov, Deputy-Minister 
of the Interior in charge of Border, Escort and Interior Troops and 
Vladimir Sharapov (Head of the Main Department of Escort Troops 
NKVD USSR). 

This section of the 1940 massacre has always remained the most myste¬ 
rious and was the last to have even partial light thrown on it. The list of 
names of Poles shot in the Ukraine was handed over by General Andrei 
Homicz (Chomicz), deputy head of the Ukrainian security service (SB), in 
1994 and published by the Katyn Committee. 7 ” The editor, Jedrzej Tuchol- 
ski, had earlier been instrumental in demonstrating what has now been 
confirmed by the NKVD documents. This is that the prisoners were not 
killed in the local prisons where they were held but transported to central 
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execution points, both for reasons of maintaining secrecy and as a unified 
part of the 1940 massacre. 80 An undated document by Senior Lieutenant 
of State Security Cvietukhin to Bashtakov reveals that the prisoners were 
shot according to 33 death lists, with an average of 104 names per list. 81 
Wojciech Matcrski and Natalia Lebedeva also surmise that the relevant 
documentation has either been removed, destroyed or transferred else¬ 
where from the archives of the Escort Troops. 8 ” The 3435 prisoners 
named on the Ukrainian list were definitely concentrated in Kharkov, Kiev 
and Kherson but their subsequent killing and burial sites remain 
unknown. 85 Were only some, or all, shot in the Kharkov NKVD internal 
prison and buried in the forest-park? There is firm exhumation evidence 
that Poles were buried at Bykovna and Vladimir in Volhynia. 84 How many, 
if any, were part of the 1940 massacre remains an open question. 

The Bclarusans, particularly since 1994 when President Alexander 
Lukashenko assumed power, have refused to collaborate. Uniformly bad 
official Bclarusan-Polish relations have ruled out the sort of archival and 
academic collaboration which has been possible with the Russian and, up 
to a point, the Ukrainian republics. The Belarusans have firmly denied 
any knowledge or responsibility. Somewhat anomalously, given 
Lukashenko’s pro-Russian and neo-Stalinist stance in every other respect, 
they have blamed the episode entirely on the Russians. One can only spec¬ 
ulate that it is most likely that all the Polish prisoners in the BSSR execu¬ 
tions were killed in the NKVD internal prison in Minsk. The exhumations 
at Kuropaty, outside Minsk, in autumn 1988 indicated that victims of the 
purge of the Polish urban and professional classes after the Soviet occupa¬ 
tion of West Belarus were certainly buried there in late 1939 to early 1940 
although no direct link to the spring 1940 massacre was established. 85 
There are notable gaps in the evidence concerning the prisoners from the 
jails in Bialystok and Grodno who may have been killed on the spot or in 
Brest and Minsk after transportation there. 88 Again, there is a strong likeli¬ 
hood, but no direct documentary evidence to support the supposition, 
that their bodies were buried at the almost symbolic 1930s NKVD burial 
site for Belarusan nationalists and democrats at Kuropaty. 87 As far as 
numbers are concerned if one subtracts the Ukrainian 3435 from the 
general total of 7305 one is left with a figure of 3870 for the Belarus part 
of the 1940 massacre. This may be too neat a solution, however, particu¬ 
larly as there are a number of additional complicating factors. We have 
seen that Beria budgeted for 11 000 executions in the 5 March proposal 
but there seems to have been a shortfall of 3695 in attaining this target. 
Materski’s explanation is fully convincing. Beria thought that a lot more 
Poles would be arrested and executed. In fact, some were, through their 
last-minute addition after 4 April, when the ‘passportatisation action’ 
began as a preliminary to the second deportation. 88 
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Who were the killers? How were they selected and 
motivated? 

One now has a comprehensive picture of who was killed but considerable 
progress has also been made in answering the question - who were the 
killers? There is a considerable literature about Homo Sovieticus but what 
concerns us most here is the character of the Second Generation Stalinists 
who replaced the First Generation Old Bolsheviks in the 1930s. Most spe¬ 
cialists discern a shift from ideological-revolutionary belief to managerial 
and organisational efficiency. The same search for the best technical solu¬ 
tion characterised by a Malenkov in party work or a Kaganovich in indus¬ 
try marked a Yezhov, Yagoda or Beria in the organisation of mass Terror 
directed against the enemies of People’s Power. 

Wojciech Materski has identified the different levels of the Soviet 
killing machine as decision makers, planners and different types and 
levels of implemented. 89 At the top of the pyramid of power headed by 
Stalin formal responsibility lies with the politburo members (Voroshilov, 
Molotov, Kaganovich, Mikoyan and Kalinin) who sigied the 5 March 1940 
document. Beria, of course, formally proposed the decision and acted as 
the linkman to its planners. Individuals such as Merkulov, Kobulov, Bash- 
takov, Chernyshev, Maslennikov, Soprunenko and Milshtein, holding the 
key offices at the top levels of the NKVD, planned the massacre but did 
not get blood directly on their hands. 

The crucial linkmen between the central planners and the imple¬ 
menters were, despite Tokarev’s denials, the three territorial heads of the 
oblast NKVD Executives, all captains of state security - Yemelyan Kupri- 
anov in Smolensk, Petr Sergeevich Safonov in Kharkov and Dmitrii 
Tokarev in Kalinin. We have already seen how camp officials were 
strengthened by central officials in the evacuation stage. Likewise, the 
transportation stage was overseen by ‘central’ Escort Troop officials. 

For obvious reasons, one must be most interested in who were the 
‘killers’ in the execution-burial stage. Materski suggests that the NKVD 
had a cadre of experienced executioners, who had proved their worth in 
earlier killings, at both the central and local-regional levels.®' The former 
could be ‘organisers’ like Sinegubov and Krivenko or ‘execuuoners’ like 
Blokhin in Kalinin. Blokhin, although the most junior of the trio, assumed 
the key role with the death lists being addressed directly by name to him. 91 
This confirms the privileged status of ‘executioner’ within the Stalinist 
NKVD. Blokhin belonged to the main NKVD Administrative-Economic 
Department in Moscow. This body was between five and ten times as large 
as other NKVD departments. There is litde doubt that most of the special¬ 
ist executioners were drawn from this, and the equivalent bodies at differ¬ 
ent territorial levels. These professional killers like Kuprii in Kharkov and 
Grybov, Stelmakh and Gvozdovskii in Smolensk doubled up, and camou¬ 
flaged themselves behind their main functions, as prison and building 
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commandants. Similarly, corridor bosses and prison guards like Syromat- 
nikov in Kharkov or Andrei Rubanov in Kalinin who had shown both a 
predisposition and a talent for ‘wet work’ were quickly identified by their 
superiors. Such executioners, at both the central and the local levels, were 
rewarded with promotion, additional premiums and preferential access to 
housing and goods. The literature also abounds with references to the 
consequences of their stressed lifestyle, notably alcoholism and high 
suicide rates. The latter is often rather naively attributed by Polish sources 
to guilt for their involvement in crimes such as Katyn. Such motivation 
would be totally exceptional, given their recruitment and hardening 
processes. 

The reliable hard core killers were assisted by a larger number of local 
NKVD guards, drivers and even clerks. They escorted prisoners and pre¬ 
pared and held them down for execution. Those who had a predisposition 
for doing so, and who had already shot prisoners in the NKVD cellars, 
might have been allowed to do some of the killing as well, whenever the 
main executioners felt like a break. 92 This was the case with Sukharev in 
Kalinin, Tokarev’s chauffeur. The supporting cast would then load the 
bodies on to lorries, drive them to the burial sites as in Kharkov and 
Mednoe and dump them in the pits. This category is described as ‘acci¬ 
dental’ by Materski. 91 Such individuals were normally ordered and 
assigned by their superiors. They would have faced severe sanctions, pos¬ 
sibly execution and certainly GULAG, had they refused to participate. The 
aim, as defined by Kobulov at the outset, was that everyone who gained 
knowledge of the massacre should participate directly and thus assume 
collective responsibility, designed to maintain total secrecy. 

Just as the massacre was preceded by NKVD promotions so its comple¬ 
tion was marked by Beria’s award on 26 October 1940 of financial rewards 
for those participating in the operation. 94 Forty-four senior NKVD func¬ 
tionaries, ranging from senior major to sergeant of state security, in the 
Kalinin, Kharkov and Smolensk oblasts received addiuonal monthly salary 
premiums for ‘the effective carrying out of special tasks’. They included 
names, which will by now be familiar to the reader, like Grybov, Rubanov, 
Kuprii, Blokhin, Sinegubov, Tikhonov, Krivenko, Pavlov, Stepanov, Kachin 
and Gvozdovskii. In addition, another 89 ordinary ranks were awarded 800 
roubles. This list included Stelmakh, Sukharev, Sorokin and, much to his 
later embarrassment, Syromatnikov. When questioned on this point by the 
procuracy he denied all knowledge. The Escort Troops received various 
commendations and thanks but comparatively miserly special awards of 
between 25 and 70 roubles. 95 Special camp functionaries were not 
included although it is possible that they were rewarded separately. It is 
not likely, though, as they would not have been involved in what in NKVD 
eyes would have been the most meritorious execution-burial stage. 

The lists of those so rewarded above give an indication of the numbers 
involved in organising and implementing the massacre. They did not 












1 ] 4 Course and mechanisms of the killings 

include the top NKVD bosses, including the special brigades in the camps 
(mostly major of state security or more senior). They rewarded themselves 
through the award of the top Soviet decorations which carried salary and 
pension supplementation and privilegentsia access to closed-curtain 
shops holiday homes and superior housing, educational and medical 
facilities. 91 ' Conquest cites an NKVD awards list of 27 April 1940 which 
includes a number of functionaries who, one surmises, were rewarded for 
their services to the spring 1940 massacre. 97 Bochkov, Merkulov, Serov and 
Tsanava were amongst the favoured 12 who received the most prestigious 
Order of Lenin. Kobulov, Milshtein and the butchers Kuprii and Blokhin 
were awarded the Order of the Bed Banner. Bashtakov, Osetrov, Sudopla- 
tov, Sharapov and Safonov were amongst a much larger number who 
received the Order of the Red Star. Sinegubov received the Mark of 
Honour. 

Who survived and why: the survivors testimony and 
subsequent fate 

One of the few ad hoc aspects of the massacre concerned the withdrawal of 
names from the transportation/death lists. The NKVD just does not seem 
to have been fully in control of information concerning the PoWs who 
had collaborated or who were marked down as potentially useful. This 
impression may, of course, be a direct consequence of the absence of rele¬ 
vant documentauon. Nor was a coherent policy iegarding who was to 
spared ever drawn up. Czapski conveys an impression of the centrality of 
chance and circumstance, as far as ethnic Poles arc concerned. 98 This has 
to be qualified by the evidence that all the PoWs who had been clearly 
involved in anti-Soviet activities perished. On the other hand, the bulk, if 
not all of those who had indicated a willingness to remain in the USSR in 
the final questionnaire survived." In practice, Merkulov, not the Troika, 
played the central role on this issue by deciding which prisoners hies 
would be withdrawn from their consideration. 100 Sopruncnko sent the 
camps, lists of names of prisoners who were not to be transported without 
his specific permission. He also instructed his chief DPA functionaries on 
the spot (Zarubin, Mironov and Cholichev), along with camp comman¬ 
dants, not once, but twice, not to evacuate any prisoners regarded as 
collaborators or potentially useful by the Second, Third and Fifth GUGB 
Departments, who might have been included on the lists by mistake, 
without specific instructions. 1 

We now know that the Fifth Department recommended 47, Merkulov s 
list saved 91 while what can be regarded as an all-purpose general list 
totalled 161. Which list contained the informers and actual agents as 
against sympathisers or potential collaborators is unclear. Specific 
requests, outside these categories, are much easier to identify. The GUG 
Fifth Department deputy-head, Pavel Sudoplatov, for example, requested 
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on 7 March that four PoWs, including Jan Lubomirski, be retained in 
Kozelsk for his department’s 'operational activities’." 1 ' 2 Lists were also cor¬ 
rected as a result of interventions by the German embassy (47 cases) and 
Lithuanian Mission (19) along with another 24 ‘Germans’, presumably 
recognised as such by the NKVD."® The main lists of survivors totalling 
199, containing 107 names from Kozelsk, 63 from Starobelsk and 29 from 
Ostashkov were sent to the camps on 25 and 26 April with the instruction 
that the prisoners be transported to Pavlishtchev Bor. Further lists in May 
of those directed to the same camp totalling another 196 saved 99 from 
Kozelsk, 15 from Starobelsk and 83 from Ostashkov. The total number of 
survivors is thus now generally accepted, following Lebedeva, as 395 
(made up according to a DPA note of 25 May 1940, of 205 from Kozelsk, 
78 from Starobelsk and 112 from Ostashkov). 101 The other estimates, 
which have previously been much quoted in the literature, are 448 by 
Zawodny and 432 by Pcszkowski and Tucholski. 1 " 1 ’ The situation was fluid 
and a small number of the survivors may have come from prisons or 
labour camps. Only two individuals were withdrawn from a convoy which 
had actually left camp. 1 " 6 Professor Stanislaw Swianiewicz’s case from 
Kozelsk was both dramatic and invaluable for the historical record as he 
was the sole survivor to witness the first part of his doomed colleagues’ 
final journey. Mikhail Romm, the namesake and cousin of the famous 
Soviet film director, was also saved by the same order from Merkulov. 107 

The survivors were quartered, for about six to eight weeks, in the other¬ 
wise empty Pavlishtchev Bor (also known as the Yukhnov) camp. The 
accounts of their journeys from the special camps to this transit camp 
were an important staple of the Katyn literature before 1990, in recon¬ 
structing the course of the massacre, but are now of only secondary inter¬ 
est. Filip Iosifovich Kadyshev, the camp commandant, was ordered to hold 
them in complete isolation and to prevent all correspondence and exter¬ 
nal contacts. 108 This also facilitated the intensive interrogation of the small 
numbers involved, which started quite quickly. The process of fragmenta¬ 
tion and division into distinct Polish national, German, Jewish and pro- 
Soviet factions also began in this camp. The atmosphere was bitter and 
pessimistic. The PoWs did not know, at the time, that the camp represen¬ 
ted salvation for them, rather than having missed out on evacuation out of 
the USSR, as most imagined. 

The PoWs were transported out of Yukhnov on 13 June, in a five-day- 
long train journey, to Gryazovets in Vologda province where they were 
held until the August 1941 amnesty. 109 In early June 1940 the (now) 394 
post-special-camp inmates were composed of one general, eight colonels 
(including two of police/gendarmerie), 16 lieutenant-colonels, eight 
majors (including two of police/gendarmerie) and 18 captains (including 
two of police/gendarmerie). This leading cadre of 52 officers was bal¬ 
anced by 26 lieutenants, 93 sub-lieutenants, 98 ensigns and various NCO 
ranks plus a varied mixture of 82 rankers, civilians, settlers and the like. 110 
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The general, Jerzy Wolkowicki, was spared, not because he had shown any 
greater willingness to collaborate than his other four colleagues of the 
same rank in Kozelsk, but because of a purely historical accident. He had 
participated as a junior officer in the Czarist Navy at the battle of 
Tsushima in 1904 and gained a legendary reputation for having opposed 
the surrender of his ship to the Japanese. As the senior officer at Grya- 
zovets he intervened directly with the DPA over the correspondence, 
winter clothing and expenses of the PoWs in his charge. 1 " 

The camp had been disinfected and renovated prior to the Poles 
arrival and living and recreational conditions were generally better than 
previously. The sending of one letter per month and the receiving of 
correspondence through an NKVD post box in Moscow was resumed m 
October 1940. 112 From December money could also be sent by their famil¬ 
ies to the PoWs. Many of the NKVD officers were transferred directly from 
the three special camps and quickly undertook an intensive campaign of 
indoctrination and political education. They formed a strong Special 
Department, numbering 15, headed by Ejlman who had moved on from 
Kozelsk, which answered directly to Merkulov, and on practical matters to 
Soprunenko and the GUGB Fifth Department. 113 The DPA initially judged 
their work to be ‘decidedly unsatisfactory’ and riddled with mistakes. 
Nekhoreshev, however, was soon painting a very rosy picture of the 
healthy political-moral state of the inmates and of the enthusiasm with 
which many were studying Stalin’s constitution and the .Short Course of 
the History of the Communist Party (Bolshevik)!' 15 This was a decidedly 
one-sided view as political polarisation continued to divide the PoWs. A 
‘Red Circle’ of about 50 was formed amongst which Borkowski, Szczypi- 
orski, Lieutenant Roman Imach and Jozef Mara-Meyer were reported as 
being the leading ‘internationalists’. They were opposed by Polish nation¬ 
alists led by General Wolkowicki, supported by individuals such as Gro- 
bicki, Captain Ginsbert, Kazimierz Rosen-Zawadzki, Lis, Domon, and Rafal 
Krywko. The NKVD alleged that the latter group used a variety of counter¬ 
revolutionary methods to counter the official programme of lectures, dis¬ 
cussions and cultural activities. 116 The clash between nationalist and 
pro-communist factions emerged in rival celebrations of the October 
Revolution and the Polish National Day. 117 In addition to the foregoing 
split about 30 individuals went public at Gryazovets with their claims to 
being German. A dozen were repatriated, after interventions by the 
German ambassador. 118 The remaining 18 faced the tragic fate of being 
shunned contemptuously by the Poles and distrusted and imprisoned by 
the Soviets after Hitler’s invasion of the USSR. Conflicts over competing 
allegiances caused a tense atmosphere leading to numerous fist fights and 

quarrels. , 

The inflow of Polish PoWs into Gryazovets from Lithuania, which 

totalled 2752 by early February 1941, were subjected to the same ‘Opera- 
tional-Chekhist’ processing as the PoWs in the three special camps had 
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undergone. Bv January 1941 the NKVD functionaries had uncovered 31 
intelligence agents, of one sort or another, some of whom were trans¬ 
ferred for interrogation to the NKVD internal prison in Smolensk. 119 The 
NKVD focussed its greatest efforts on the Red Corner and transferred 
about 17 of its most promising members to what later became notorious as 
the ‘Villa of Bliss’ outside Moscow. Lieutenant Mintowt-Czyz faced 
renewed efforts to recruit him by Zhukov, Sudoplatov and Alexandrovich 
in the Butyrkii and Lubianka prisons in Autumn 1940. Proving recalci¬ 
trant, he was beaten before being returned to Gryazovets on Christmas 
Day. 120 His return alerted the anti-communist Poles to the extent of the 
NKVD’s knowledge about them and the need for greater discretion. 121 

By the spring, the NKVD failure to recruit significant numbers of Poles 
for their purposes and continuing examples of what they regarded as 
obduracy led Soprunenko to propose that they be sentenced by the 
Special College procedure. The option of transportation to the Siberian 
GULAG for all the other camps contained in a note of 22 May 1941 con¬ 
firmed that the 364 PoWs were held in a closed camp at Gryazovets and 
awaited a decision as to where they would be directed. 122 The NKVD 
authorities vented their spleen on the Poles by reducing food rations and 
worsening their living conditions. They also scapegoated their own subor¬ 
dinates in true Soviet fashion. Deputy NKVD Minister Sergei Nikoforovich 
Kruglov inspected Gryazovets in March 1941. He dismissed camp com¬ 
mandant Volkov and reprimanded other camp functionaries, allegedly for 
incompetence and waste, but possibly for financial corruption concerning 
meat. 123 

The Gryazovets survivors were saved by the German invasion of June 
1941, after which numerous Polish officers were directed to it from other 
camps. A dozen individuals reacted by applying to join the Red Army 
immediately. Most felt like breaking out of the camp but were restrained 
by rumours that a British Mission in Moscow was discussing their eventual 
transportation to Britain. Wolkowicki wrote to Stalin on 14 July 1941 
asking for their transportation to British-held territory and for the camp 
NKVD to cease harassing them. 124 In practice the Soviets did not officially 
withdraw from Gryazovets and hand over control to the Poles until 1 Sep¬ 
tember 1941. The visit of Generals Anders and Bohusz-Szyszko to the 
camp on 25 August, accompanied by General Zhukov, however, marked 
its actual liberation. After patriotic celebrations the PoWs enrolled in the 
new Polish Forces except for the 18 ‘Germans’ and an even smaller resid¬ 
ual number of communist sympathisers. 

One final, but very interesting, footnote to the above discussion con¬ 
cerns the infinitesimally small number of officers who passed over all the 
hurdles and actually joined the Soviet side. 125 Seven senior officers - two 
colonels (Eustachy Gorczynski and Stanislaw Kunstlcr), four lieutenant 
colonels (Zygmunt Berling, Ixon Bukojemski, Marian Morawski and Leon 
Tykocinski) and one major (Jozef Lis) - were extracted from Gryazovets 
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on 10 October 1940 and sent to Moscow by passenger train. There they 
were joined by 21 junior officers from the Baltic States contingent held in 
Kozelsk2. Both groups were quartered separately, but under very goo 
living conditions, as ‘guests’ of the NKVD in the Butyrki prison m Moscow. 
The senior officers were interviewed by Merkulov, Reikhman and Yegoiov, 
who eliminated one of the seven who was placed in solitary confinement. 
The remaining six confirmed, in long conversauons in the Lubianka 
prison with no less a personage than Beria himself, that they were willing 
to command the new Polish army being formed under Soviet auspices. It 
was during these exchanges, particularly a supper at which even cognac 
was served, that the Poles learnt of the fate of their colleagues straight 
from the head horse’s mouth. Asked about the availability of officers from 
Kozelsk and Starobelsk to officer a proposed Polish armoured corps, Bern 
came out with the chilling response that they could not be taken into 
account. He repeated what became the famous phrase that we [the 
Soviets] have made a great mistake’. 126 Merkulov said something similar 
on a later occasion. ‘We have committed an error ... these men are not 

The less than magnificent six were transferred on 1 November to what 
has become dubbed the luxury ‘Villa of Bliss’ in the Malahovka suburb of 
Moscow. Their numbers increased to between 20 and 30 at times during 
the winter. Other potential collaborators arrived having passed through 
the NKVD interviewing process in the Moscow prisons. Notable figures 
such as Colonel Morawski and Captain Narcyz Lopianowski were, 
however, sent back to the Butyrki after displeasing their NKVD indoctrina- 
tors. There was also continual conflict between Berling and his small hard 
core pro-Soviet group and the more patriotic remainder. The success u 
numbers of the Bliss Academy had been whittled down to a mere 13 by 
the time of the German invasion. They opted, like the rejects, who were 
held in the Butyrki and Lubianka before being sent back to Gryazoyets to 
join the Anders’ Army in summer 1941, where they were kept under dis¬ 
creet surveillance. , , . , . . • „ 

Berling and his group confirmed their fundamental choice by joining 

the Union of Polish Patriots and going on to command the Kosciuszko 
Division in 1943. This was considered ‘deserdon’ by the London Polish 
military authorides who sentenced Berling and two junior colleagues to 
death m absentia on 26 July 1943. The sentence was not confirmed by 
General Sosnkowski, however, nor was it made public. Berling has always 
provoked much controversy. He was characterised by another Villa of Bliss 
inmate as ‘a man of excessive personal ambidon. Capable, effecuve and 
without any scruples.’ 1 " Berling seems to have surrendered voluntary in 
September 1939, to have accepted Soviet offers of collaboration m Staro¬ 
belsk and to have expressed the wish to the Malahovka group that Poland 
should become the seventeenth Soviet republic. 130 As commander of the 
Kosciuszko Division he led a badly trained and equipped Polish unit into 
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action at Lenino. The Soviet generals seem to have used the Poles as little 
more than range-finding fodder for the Soviet artillery. Polish communists 
subsequently built up a quite unjustified myth about the Polish contribu- 
uon to the batde although it was precipitated by the Soviet need for a 
poliucal demonstration before the Teheran Conference. Berling, an ambi- 
dous and strong-willed ex-legionnaire of goral background as well as a 
genuine Polish patriot, according to his own lights, however, proved insuf¬ 
ficiently amenable. He was stripped of his command in September 1944 
after he disobeyed Soviet orders and attempted to succour the Warsaw 
Uprising. Subsequently, he was forced into obscure retirement by the 
Polish Stalinists when they came to power who built up the legend of the 
totally worthless Marshal Rola-Zymierski while conceding control of the 
Polish army to the fully Soviet Marshal Rokossowski. 
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6 The struggle for historical truth 


Before Katyn’: the hinge of fate for Polish-Soviet relations, 
1941-1943 

The first phase of the Second World War, Nazi-Soviet collaboration to 
destroy Poland between 1939 and 1941, was followed by the Chance of 
1941-1945 between Britain and America and the USSR whose overndmg 
priority was the defeat of Nazi Germany. The German invasion of the 
USSR allowed the establishment of direct bilateral relations eLw een ® 
Polish Government-in-Exile in London and the Soviet Union between 
summer 1941 and April 1943. The struggle for the truth about the late of 
the missing 1940 Polish PoWs became a central feature of the larger 
Polish Question - what would be her post-war fronuers and the fate o 
West Belarus and West Ukraine? Britain and America attempted o 
mediate a Polish-Soviet understanding which would allow the Poles to 
contribute to the war effort and incline Stalin to accept an independent 
and democratic post-war Poland in Europe. 1 Such hopes became mcreas- 
ingly unrealistic as Soviet military' power and poliucal prospects stiength 
ened after Stalingrad in late 1942. The London Poles became a nuisance 
endangering the%ied war effort in 1941-19421 The dumping o an 
inconvenient historical loser and the handling of the truth about the 194 
massacre, however, caused Western statesmen embarrassing moral and 
political dilemmas whose consequences affected the origins and course of 

^Fundamental Polish-Soviet disagreements preceded the ultimate break 
in their relations occasioned by the pretext provided by the London Poles 
request for a Red Cross investigation into the Katyn graves m Apnl 1 • 

The disagreements concerned the control, size and provismnmgofthe 
Polish army formed in the USSR; and the capacity of the London Poles to 
seek out, organise and bring relief to both the deported civilian and the 
imprisoned military' sections of their community. The confining Soviet 
totalitarian framework, and the harassment and arrest of Polish officials 
resulted in the large-scale evacuation through tea m I 942 , a bitter 
dispute over the Polish civic and the Soviet ethnic defimuons of the cit- 
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izenship - and consequent political allegiance, of the inhabitants of West 
Belarus and West Ukraine - reflected the wider political conflict over the 
character and ultimate fate of these territories; and the Soviet decision to 
lie about, and to cover up, the fate of the 14700 officers and policemen 
massacred in the three camps in 1940 made it impossible for them, even if 
they had wanted to, to collaborate meaningfully with the London Poles. 
Stalin thus built up a Soviet-controlled Polish army in the USSR, arrested 
Home Army officers, forced rankers into the Berling Army as the Red 
Army advanced into Poland, and remained passive while the Germans sup¬ 
pressed the 1944 Warsaw Uprising. The result was the complete marginali¬ 
sation of the London Poles. 

The documentary sources for chronicling the above story have long 
been available with the opening of Western archives since the early 1970s 
and the earlier publication of the Polish documents . 2 The Katyn strand, 
however, fonned the inidal cast out of which the protracted subsequent 
struggle for the truth about the 1940 massacre developed. The ambiguous 
political agreement of 21 July 1941 re-established diplomatic relations but 
both sides maintained differing standpoints on the contentious issues of 
frontiers, territories and the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact . 8 The USSR agreed 
to the establishment of a Polish army under Polish command in the USSR 
but under Soviet military direction . 4 The Supreme Soviet also amnestied 
‘all Polish citizens deprived of their freedom on the territory of the USSR’ 
on 12 August . 5 The Polish-Soviet Military' Agreement of 14 August 1941, 
however, only opened a long saga of disputes over the size, organisation 
and ultimate control of the Polish army in the USSR . 5 The 
Polish-Soviet-British exchanges regarding their political reladonship as 
well as this issue can be followed in detail elsewhere . 7 What concerns us 
most are the growing complicadons caused by the ‘missing officers’. As 
Lebedeva says ‘the disappearance of the Polish officers and the unwilling¬ 
ness of Stalin and his entourage to give a dear answer to the inquiries of 
the Polish Government about their fate complicated what were already 
unclear Soviet-Polish reladons and undermined confidence in the Soviet 
leaders .’ 11 

The Polish ambassador in Moscow, Jan Kot, raised the question of the 
missing officers in a number of exchanges with Deputy Foreign Minister 
Andrei Vyshinsky in October-November 1941. 9 After these preliminary 
skirmishes Kot met Stalin in the Kremlin for a conversation on 14 Novem¬ 
ber which forms an important staple of the Katyn literature . 10 Stalin and 
Molotov cynically played out a well-known comedy scene by pretending to 
phone the NKVD when Kot asked for the full release of all Polish 
soldiers . 11 An exchange of diplomatic notes only confirmed the Soviet 
hard line big lie that ‘the amnesty of the Polish citizens has been fully 
executed’ apart from criminals. The Polish reply denied that this was so, 
requested a list of those detained and protested against Soviet ethnic 
exemptions and interpretations of Polish communal relief as anti-Soviet 
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activity. 12 Sikorski’s visit to Moscow of 3-4 December and meeting with 
Stalin failed to resolve Polish-Soviet difficulties and to establish a con¬ 
structive basis for their relationship. 13 Stalin was not used to being chal¬ 
lenged and corrected so when Sikorski told him to his face that despite 
the amnesty numerous Poles were still held in labour camps and prisons 
he must have squirmed inwardly knowing the truth about the 1940 mas¬ 
sacre: ‘not one of them’ had returned from the three special camps. 14 
Their Declaration of Friendship and Mutual Assistance, signed on 4 
December, merely committed them to fighting the war against Hitlerite 
Germany to a favourable conclusion. 11 ’ Sikorski left with the hopelessly 
optimistic expectation that the Poles would be allowed to freely organise a 
150000-strong army which would become a significant political force 
favouring a balanced Polish-Soviet relationship within the Great Power 
alliance. lfi Sikorski’s policy was based on the mistaken premise that the 
Western Allies would repay Poland’s military contribution by guaranteeing 
her post-war security and frontiers against Soviet pressure. 1. 

The development of the Polish army in the USSR during 1941-1942 
can be traced out in the Soviet documents contained in the November 
1992 folder. 18 Beria’s note of 30 October 1941 for Stalin revealed that the 
number of Polish military in the USSR was 40961 {1985 officers, 11919 
sub-officers and 27077 ordinary ranks), organised in two infantry divi¬ 
sions, a reserve regiment and an army staff of 508. 1,1 Beria, at this time, 
considered that its commanders, Generals Wladyslaw Anders, Mieczyslaw 
Boruta-Spiechowicz and Michal Tokarzewski, were collaborating loyally 
despite being very pro-British. 

Was there really a favourable window of opportunity in this period of 
maximum Soviet weakness - up until the end of 1941 when the Germans 
were only just repelled from outside Moscow - for the historic revision of 
Polish-Soviet relations which was genuinely sought by Sikorski and the 
Western Allies? If there was, the manly presentation of their grievances by 
the Poles might just possibly have been glossed over by the Soviets were it 
not for the bind which Stalin found himself in as a result of massacring 
the Polish officers in 1940. A dictator cannot reveal his crimes and, even 
less, his mistakes. He cannot afford to be seen to have been caught out in 
a lie. Alter playing for time and just surviving in 1941 Stalin subsequently 
played on the increasing indispensabilily of the Red Army’s contribution 
to the Allied war effort. This allowed him to subordinate the importance 
of the London Poles and their forces in the wartime alliance at the price 
of tactical concessions such as their partial evacuation through Persia. By 
the time Katyn was revealed by the Germans it was a mere embarrassment 
to Stalin. He was well on the way to forging the Western commitment to 
fighting the war through to Germany’s Unconditional Surrender and 
Allied occupation and to Great Power determination of the post-war settle¬ 
ment. He had also excluded the London Poles from having any say over 
the Polish army in the USSR or over his political forces which returned to 
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Poland and established communism in the Red Army’s baggage train. 
Could there have been any other outcome? Only if the 1940 massacre had 
not occurred, fuelling Stalin’s need to establish and maintain the big lie 
on the issue. The situation would also have taken a different turn, as 
hoped for by Sikorski, if a longer period of militaiy stalemate had con¬ 
tinued on the Eastern Front, increasing the need for Polish manpower or 
if he had received real Western support. 

Increasingly bitter Polish-Soviet exchanges about the missing officers 
continued throughout 1942 against the backdrop of wider events and the 
continuing controversies over borders and territories. 2 " Stalin freed 
himself from remaining Allied constraints by agreeing to the Polish with¬ 
drawal to Persia, which began in spring 1942. 21 The Soviet Figures are that 
112171 Poles left the USSR of which 71 202 were military and 40969 civil¬ 
ians. 22 The rapid deterioration in their relations then came out into the 
open with the arrest and harassment of Polish community relief officials. 
The Soviets deemed Polish investigation of the missing officers to be espi¬ 
onage. The citizenship and frontier issues flared up repeatedly. 211 At his 
meeting with Tadeusz Romer, Kot’s successor, on 20 February 1943 
Molotov declared brutally that, exceptionally, the Soviets had regarded 
ethnic Poles resident in West Belarus and West Ukraine as Polish citizens. 
This privilege could not be extended to Polish citizens ‘of the Ukrainian, 
Belarusan and Jewish nationalities’ as ‘the question of a Polish-Soviet 
frontier is not yet settled and is liable to discussion in the future’. 24 
Romcr's extensive discussion with Stalin in late February merely clarified 
the conflicting viewpoints on the citizenship, territorial and propaganda 
issues. 25 The Soviets formed their group of pro-Moscow Poles resident in 
the USSR into the Union of Polish Patriots (ZPP) in March 1943 under 
the chairmanship of the writer Wanda Wasilewska. Stalin also organised 
the entirely Moscow-controlled Kosciuszko division in the USSR. Sikorski 
defended Poland’s frontiers, territories and independence while offering 
Soviet Russia friendly ‘co-existence as well as genuine cooperation against 
the Germans’. 2 " 

Stalin had, therefore, by April 1943 imposed his control over the Poles 
in the USSR and excluded the marginalised London Poles from having 
any say over the Polish army in the USSR or over the fate of the inhabit¬ 
ants of West Belarus and West Ukraine. Katyn now became a godsend, 
allowing Stalin to complete the above processes and to compromise the 
London Govemment-in-Exile’s standing with the British and Americans. 
The pretext for the breaking-off of diplomatic relations was, however, sup¬ 
plied by the very issue - the 1940 massacre - which had stymied whatever 
little chance there had ever been of Polish-Soviet agreement during 
1941-1943. 

The diplomatic consequences of the discovery of the Katyn bodies 
should, therefore, have hardly been unexpected. The way in which the 
Germans announced, and subsequently attempted to utilise, their discover)’ 
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of the Katyn section of the 1940 massacre, however, caused important 
complications as far as the truth was concerned. We now know that the 
German military unit occupying the Katyn NKVD guest house had 
reported the presence of Polish bodies in the vicinity during 1942. The 
Wehrmacht High Command ordered the investigauon and exhumation of 
the graves in order to establish the circumstances and the numbers of 
those killed only in late March 1943. Whether the Germans waited for the 
spring to unfreeze the soil, after an excepuonally hard winter, or whet e 
the announcement fitted in with Goebbefa' judgement of the best timing 
for his proposed propaganda coup, remains unclear. 

Radio Berlin announced, on the morning of 13 April 1943, that the 
local population had indicated a Soviet execution site at Kosogory, west o 
Smolensk, to the German occupying authorities. About 3000 bodies 
stacked in 12 layers, including that of General Smoraw.nski, had already 
been uncovered in a huge pit, 28 metres long by 16 metres wide. The 
Germans also gave the substantially truthful information that the Poll, 
officers were killed by pistol shots to the back of the neck, that they were 
buried in their military uniforms and that identification would be easy as 
the Soviets had left documentation on the bodies which hadl mummified 
because of local soil conditions. 27 They surmised correctly that they had 
been transported by rail from the Kozelsk camp, rheir presumption hat 
all 10000 missing officers had been murdered there, andIGoebbds sub¬ 
sequent propaganda use of figures which increased to 11 000-12 000, was, 
Twe now k P „„l, misiaken, although aelf-setMng. The Germans aimed to 
set up a smokescreen for their planned liquidation of the Jew* Chet o n 
Warsaw in the second half of April» Their primary object™ that of split- 
ting the Poles and the Western Allies from the Soviets, will be discussed 
later. They were certainly successful in placing the London Poles m an 
impossible quandary. As a British Foreign Office official noted in May 
1943 ‘the Polish case has tended to go by default owing to the circui £ 
stances in which the Katyn question first became public knowledge . 
Eden commented on the second O’Malley report that it was puzzling that 
the Germans should have kept this information bottled up so long . 

The German auspices of the Katyn discovery placed the Government-in- 
Exile in an impossible situation. It could not accept at face value the 
immediate Soviet bluster that the Germans were responsible a* they ha 
captured and murdered the Polish PoWs in summer 1941, after the Soviet 
withdrawal from the relevant part of the Smolensk region between 17 and 
24 July 1941 31 The Polish cabinet set out on 15 April what they regarded 
as the definite facts, confirmed by their excellent sources within the 
USSR. 32 The Soviets had admitted capturing 181000 Polish PoWs, of 
which under 10000 were regular and reserve officers. About 5000 had 
been held in Kozelsk, 3920 in Starobelsk and 6570 in Ostashkov. Groups 
of between 60 and 300 men had been removed, almost daily, from these 
camps between 5 April and mid-May 1940. The ones from Kozelsk were 
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transported towards Smolensk while 400 were transported to the Grya- 
zovets camp in Vologda district. The document then summarised all the 
repeated, and fruitless, Polish efforts during 1941-1943 to elicit informa¬ 
tion from the Soviet authorities regarding the 15 000 Poles held in the 
three camps when they were broken up. The document made a logical, 
balanced and unemotional case. The Polish decision to ask for the Inter¬ 
national Red Cross investigation, however, led to the London Poles being 
traduced and blamed by the Soviets and the Western Allies at the time, 
and by others for over half a centunc 

The end game by Stalin was predictable, rapid and ruthless, despite the 
Polish Government recalling the German crimes against the Polish nation 
and denying the Nazis any moral right to speak on their behalf. 33 The 
Poles also stressed that they were acting completely independently of the 
Germans. The news was so shocking that ‘only irrefutable facts can out¬ 
weigh the numerous and detailed German statements concerning the dis¬ 
covery of the bodies’. 31 The Poles were unfortunate in that the Germans 
also asked the Red Cross to investigate at exactly the same time which 
allowed the Soviets to depict these wholly independent moves as being 
part of a coordinated conspiracy.® Pravda attacked ‘Hitler’s Polish 
collaborators’ on 19 April 1943. Churchill and Roosevelt accepted Stalin’s 
resultant bluster that he was the aggrieved party, in good faith, with the 
result that the Poles were blamed, both then and subsequently. 31 ’ The best 
defence is always attack. Stalin broke off diplomatic relations and savaged 
the London Poles for supporting ‘vile Fascist calumny against the USSR’ 
and for colluding with the ‘farcical investigation’ designed to cover up the 
Nazis’ own ‘monstrous crime’. 37 Churchill supported Stalin’s opposition to 
the Red Cross investigation and his argument that it was bound to be 
fraudulent as it would take place under German control. 38 Churchill’s 
appeal to Stalin, however, failed to prevent Molotov from breaking off 
relations officially on 25 April.® This was despite Eden prevailing upon 
Sikorski on 24 April to withdraw the request for the Red Gross investiga¬ 
tion. 30 Molotov’s note argued that the Poles had used ‘the slanderous Hit¬ 
lerite fake’ as an attempt to gain territorial concessions at the expense of 
Soviet Belarus, Ukraine and Lithuania. British reactions will be discussed 
in the following chapter but the Foreign Office was made fully aware of 
the London Polish view that following the 1941 Polish-Soviet agreement 
the Soviets had taken measures ‘designed to exacerbate mutual relations’. 
Polish overtures had met with only ‘high handed and brutal acts of the 
Kremlin. The Katyn affair, seen in this light, seemed to have but changed 
the timetable for a rupture towards which the Kremlin had been heading 
for 16 months’. 41 
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The 1943 International Commission, Polish Red Cross and 
German reports 

Under Allied and Soviet pressure the London Poles’ invitation to the 
International Red Cross Committee to investigate the Katyn graves was 
held to have lapsed by the end of April 1943. The Gennans, knowing that 
world opinion was fully aware of their war atrocities in occupied Eastern 
Europe, therefore set about establishing the credibility of their claim that 
the Soviets were guilty of this particular crime. To this end they set up an 
International Commission composed of 12 established academics and 
experts in forensic medicine. Those who accepted the invitauon came 
from countries outside the Reich, but only the Swiss Dr Francois Naville 
was from a non-German-occupied or Axis state. The remainder were. Dr 
Speelers (Professor of Opthalmology, Ghent University/Belgium), Dr 
Marko Markov (Instructor in Forensic Medicine and Criminology, Sofia 
University/Bulgaria), Dr Helge Tramsen (Professor of Anatomy, Copen¬ 
hagen Institute of Forensic Medicine/Denmark), Dr Saxen (Professor of 
Pathological Anatomy, Helsinki University/Finland), Dr Vincenzo 
Palmieri (Professor of Forensic Medicine and Criminology, Naples Uni¬ 
versity/Italy), Dr Edward L. Milosevic (Professor of Forensic Medicine 
and Criminology, Agram University/Croada), Dr de Burlet (Professor of 
Anatomy, Groningen University/Netherlands), Dr Hajek (Professor of 
Forensic Medicine and Criminology, Charles University of 
Prague/Czechoslovakia), Dr Birkle (Judicial-Medical Coroner, Romanian 
Ministry of Jusdce), Dr Subik (Professor of Pathological Anatomy, 
Bratyslava University/Slovakia), and Dr Ferenc Orsos (Professor of Foren¬ 
sic Medicine and Criminology, Budapest University/Hungary). Dr Coste- 
doat, a Vichy Government medical inspector, was present but played no 
part in the proceedings. 

The commission worked in Katyn from 28 to 30 April 1943. Its 
members were given full freedom to carry out their invesugauons as they 
saw fit. The Geimans also allowed them to interview local residents. 
Despite the shortness of their stay the commission examined 928 already 
exhumed bodies and carried out autopsies on nine fresh corpses. 42 Their 
final Medical Report was not published separately. The full text is 
included in the 350-page-long German Official Material Concerning the 
Katyn Massacre.™ The significance of the document, signed by all 12 
participants, was that it confirmed the more detailed German and Polish 
findings, identifying the bodies and establishing the cause and time of 
death, discussed below. 44 

The signature of Naville, the independent Swiss witness, was particu¬ 
larly valuable. His further testimony, to the Swiss Council of Slate in 
Geneva on 11 September 1946, elaborated on the work, the extent of local 
contacts and the full independence of the International Commission.^ 
This answered a hostile interpellation by Vincent, a communist deputy. 
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The Council’s full support for Dr Naville represented a defeat for the 
wider Soviet propaganda drive accompanying their attempt to include 
Katyn as a German war crime at the Nuremberg Trial. The fate of poor Dr 
Markov, whose native Bulgaria was occupied by the Soviets, was the oppos¬ 
ite to Naville’s. Markov was forced to recant his evidence. He repeated the 
Soviet line in February 1945 in a war crimes trial in Sofia, as the price of 
having charges against him withdrawn. 47 He repeated the performance 
at Nuremberg. 48 Likewise pressure on Dr Hajek, the Prague forensic- 
criminologist, induced him to withdraw his signature and to declare that 
Katyn was a German deed at the war’s end. 4 '' There were also intermediate 
reactions. A British Intelligence agent, codenamed ‘Hamilcar’, inter¬ 
viewed Tramsen on his return to Denmark from Katyn. Tramsen stated 
that he had only agreed to participate as he had been misled into believ¬ 
ing that it was a fully independent Red Cross inquiry. He confirmed that 
he had been given a free hand to investigate the large pit and that none of 
the papers discovered on the corpses were dated later than 1940. Tramsen 
also claimed to have insisted on less definite statements in the final 
report. 50 

The Nazi search for authenticity also permitted a Polish Red Cross 
(PRC) team of doctors from German-occupied Poland to work in Katyn in 
April-May. Despite their initial scepticism of German motives, and first 
hand knowledge of Nazi crimes in Poland, the Poles also confirmed the 
more detailed Geiman findings. 51 They refused, however, to support 
German propaganda or to get involved in anti-Soviet activity. There was 
no final official PRC bulletin as such. Dr Marian Wodzinski from the 
Forensic Medicine Institute at the Jagiellonian University in Krakow, who 
as a secret ZWC member had impeccable anti-German credentials, spent 
five weeks in Katyn from 14 April to 5 June with his assistants. Escaping to 
Britain at the war’s end he confirmed his Katyn testimony. He eventually 
produced a detailed final draft in 1946-1947, generally described as the 
PRC Technical Commission report. 52 

Other delegations, including experts in forensic medicine and repre¬ 
sentatives from various walks of life, from other Polish cities, notably 
Warsaw, Lodz and Lublin, were also flown in by the Germans during 
April. The first, on 10-11 April, included Edmund Seyfried and Dr 
Edward Grodzki (members of the Main Welfare Council, RGO), 5 * Dr 
Konrad Orzechowski (the Germanophile director of a Warsaw hospital), 
the right-wing journalist Wladyslaw Kawecki, 54 Kazimierz Didur (a photog¬ 
rapher) and the writers Emil Skiwski and Ferdynand Goetel. 55 The second, 
much larger, delegation arrived on 14 April; most of its members returned 
to Poland on the 16th. It included Father Stanislaw Jasifiski (Roman 
Catholic Primate Sapieha’s representative). Dr Kazimierz Skarzynski, Dr 
Adam Szebesta (Deputy-Head of the PRC in Krakow), 55 Dr Stanislaw 
Klapert, and Dr Tadeusz Susz-Praglowski from the Polish Red Cross, 
Marian Martens (journalist), Dr Hieronim Bartoszewski, Roman Banach, 
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Stefan Kolodxiejski anti Zygmtmi Pohonti The most importam 
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-ailed •reptile press’, such as the Gorriec Krakowsh, as well as the AK unc 
ground publications, also began to publish lists of names of those: mm de, >d 
as they were identified. This caused nationwide indignation ■ 
the nIJ spread and as names of identified bodies were announced over 
German loudspeakers in the streets.® The Krakow 
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sented in a full exhibition organised by Wladyslaw klimczak, 
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visited Katyn and was encouraged by the Germans to ^bhc* h s »g^ 

r r a r wTh S View to using 

E^d1h"thlt as L basis for a German-Polish collaborating 
Government. w This attempt met with almost no positive reaction f.om 

Polish side and was disowned by Hitler, anyway. . nm „ 

The German, al S o brongh. in eight Polish PoWs from he" Off ap 

■n -h rlhw l iemenam-Colonel Stefan Mossor”' Arrested and nnp.isoned 
including Lieutenant can became a well-known mili- 

by the Stalinists in their military Dials he latei net ;,.,,,enant- 

, L theorist in the PRL. B7 In addition two American PoWs Lieutenant 
Colonels John Van Vliet and Donald B. Stewart, whose evidence will be 

discussed more fullv, and a British and a South African officer were 
discussed mo.e iu , ^ of all this traffic by interested Polish 

parlies the Germans also allowed in a lay.I number 

especially from Sweden Swttaerlmd and s ,»m 

Rrasillach who was shot at the wars ena, aiso , 

and nress officer on the spot, the Austrian Lieutenant Gregor Slovenczy , 
orchesuated the maximum propaganda benefit from these vtsus. He was 
uniformly unsuccessful with the Poles although he later attempted 

claim the credit for having created the Katyn issue. Medical- 

The main exhumation work was done by a Gei man Spec 
1 he mam exnun a rerhard Buhtz, Professor of Forensic 

Judicial Commission, headed by Di Gerhaici mini/. 


The struggle for historical truth 133 

Medicine and Criminology at the University of Breslau. He enjoyed a high 
reputation in the field of forensic medicine and was to be killed in an 
Allied air raid in 1944. His investigations and findings were paralleled and 
confirmed independently by the International Medical and PRC teams. 7 " 
Every detail and conclusion of the forensic evidence was argued and 
fought over for almost half a century. But it has now become largely irrele¬ 
vant, insofar as it concerns the central issue of German or Soviet guilt, 
since Gorbachev confirmed the truth officially in 1990. The same goes for 
all the valiant efforts from 1943 to 1990 to glean the truth from these 
details about how the massacre was carried out. The NKVD documents 
discussed in Chapters 3 to 5 have now revealed in incontrovertibly massive 
detail how the massacre was planned and how the evacuation of the camps 
and the transportation of the PoWs to the killing sites was implemented. 
The remaining gaps concern the central decision making as well as official 
documentation on the execution-burial stage. The outstanding question 
left for discussion today forms the staple of the second half of this book. 
Was the 1943 evidence, despite its German provenance, conclusive and 
robust enough to indicate Soviet guilt by proving beyond all reasonable 
doubt that the Poles were killed in spring 1940, and not at a date sub¬ 
sequent to the German invasion of summer 1941? 

The German forensic-pathological investigators worked from early 
April until 7 July 1943 when their investigations were interrupted, 
allegedly by the summer heat causing an unbearable stench and a plague 
of flies. The reality was that the Red Army was approaching. The Germans 
had also got themselves into a propaganda bind by claiming that all the 
Polish officers had been slaughtered at Katyn. The German team 
exhumed seven (and eventually eight) mass graves ranging in depth from 
six to 11 feet, containing 4143 bodies. All the bodies were numbered and 
2815 were identified conclusively.' 1 They were stacked face down and had 
been shot in the back of the head with the attendant details described 
earlier.'- The bodies were compressed together and had begun to decom¬ 
pose but were easily pulled apart by iron hooks, pickaxes and spades. Any 
articles found on them were recorded. Each body had its contents secured 
in an individual manilla envelope, although no valuables such as rings or 
watches were found. A variety of personal papers, documents, letters, 
cards, photographs, vaccination cards and cigarette cases as well as tags 
facilitated the task of basic identification as well as the logging of personal 
details. The Poles present confirmed these documents as genuine and 
that no date later than April 1940 appeared. They were also convinced 
that it would have been impossible for the Germans to have inserted such 
papers on the bodies due to their presence at many actual exhumations 
and the decomposed and yellowed state of the material. 73 The questions 
of the German revolvers and ammunition, signs of the occasional bayonet 
thrust or rifle butt blow, tied hands, covered heads and gagged mouths 
filled with sawdust have already been discussed. 
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The central political mite war, however, clearly that of when the Poles 
had been killed. As Zawodny say,, ‘if it could be detenntned r*» the 
were shot the identity of the executioners would be known . The Soviets 
Controlled the Katyn forest until late summer 1941 ancl *ic.bodies were 
uncovered about 20 months after the Germans occupied the region. The 
three reports concur that the Poles were killed about three years before 
April 1943 thus pointing conclusively to a likely killing date o spring 
when nobody denied that the PoWs were in Soviet captivity. This as 
proved by the autopsies on the bodies which confirmed this penod of 
Lull andmuscle decomposition. The absence of insect remains also in 
cared that bS had Jen place in a cold climate.’* Thi, conclu.ron was 
supported by the documentation found on the prisoners bodies and by 
the Evidence of local residents. There was one further piece of evidence 
which lingered in Churchill’s mind after reading the secret report by the 
ambassador to the Polish Government-in-Exile, Sir Owen O Malley. The 
spruce trees planted on the pits to camouflage the crime appeared much 
younger d a n P th e trees in the surrounding forest. The Germans brought 
In an expert forester, Fritz Von Herff, whose microscopic examination 
confirmed that the trees had been transplanted about three years prior o 

• i OJA 76 

SP Aif interesting footnote to the above concerned the subsequent fate of 
the documenJand belongings uncovered by the German, at Katyn 
whose contents are discussed separately. .After being examined by the 

International Medical and Polish Red Cross c J m “kdw There 
nicked in nine large wooden cases and transported to Krakow there, 
They were stored in the Forensic-Medical Institute, which although stipei- 
Jed by" Gcr™n appointee, Dr Werner Beck, wa, in fact run by Profes- 
sor Ian Zvgmunt Robel (1886-1962). 77 The latter and his staff wen 
through amfsegregated the material meticulously as wel as “TJLrC 
photographing it, most important components. The / also ahowed I . 
as well as AK representatives to examine it in secret. The Krakow medical 
and intellectual milieu was, therefore, well informed of its existence and 

Slg WU C h"he approach of the Red Army in January 1944 Beck received 
police orders Z destroy the material. Instead, he packed it m 14 cases 
which were loaded onto two lorries and transported after ^ mmnm stop 
at Breslau University, as far as Radebeul near Dresden There, mi ry 
conditions made further movement impossible. It would ^f^“ e n 
material was burnt by a dispatcher at the railway stathon The railwaymen 
involved, as well as Robel himself, were arrested, subsequentty, by the 
Soviet and Polish security police. Their investigations, apparently, yielded 
no funher result. Some of the copies of this Katyn material were d, - 
covered in a Krakow house in 1991 and now constitute the surviving pan 
of the Robel Archive which is stored in the Katyn Institute an 
Archives of the Metropolitan Archdiocese in Krakow. A photocopied co - 
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lection is in the Institute of Military History in Warsaw. The 285 envelopes, 
containing 1146 pages of material, have been catalogued by Urszula 
Olcch. 8 " 

Much was made at the time, and during the Cold War, of the evidence 
of local residents familiar with the Katyn forest. The evidence of Ivan 
Krivozertsov {pseud. Michal Loboda) has already been referred to. His 
‘suicide’ in post-war Britain fuelled much speculation about the nefari¬ 
ously unforgiving memory and long reach of the NKVD. HI Despite wild 
and inaccurate rumours Krizovei lsov spent the last months of his life at 
Stowell camp near Gloucester and finally at Easton-in-Gordano outside 
Bristol. He was found hanged in a neighbouring orchard on 30 October 
1947. An inquest held at Flax Bourton police station returned a suicide 
verdictA' This category of evidence is now only of historiographical inter¬ 
est, although it was very important in its lime, particularly as the Soviets 
forced those who remained on their territory and in their control to 
recant in 1944. 

Whether it was reasonable for British and American Governments to 
actually believe that the Germans fabricated the evidence of Soviet guilt 
for Katyn will be discussed in the following chapter. Here one will just 
note that the Germans certainly knew of Katyn for some time before they 
announced its discovery. Goebbels was also primarily interested in using it 
for propaganda purposes. He wanted to demonstrate the wickedly mur¬ 
derous character of the Soviets to world and Allied opinion in order to 
divert attention from Nazi crimes and atrocities. But the primary German 
aim was to split Poland and the W’estern Allies away from the USSR. All 
these Nazi aims were true, but even more unfortunately for the Poles, it 
did not mean that the Germans had fabricated the truth about Soviet 
responsibility for Katyn. This particular truth, therefore, suffered for the 
greater good of Allied victory against Nazi Germany. Finally, one should 
note that the Germans confused and harmed the London Polish cause in 
one other respect. The Germans, initially, genuinely thought that all 
10000 officers from Kozelsk and Sta rebels k had been murdered at Katyn. 
They were, therefore, highly embarrassed when their own exhumations 
only came up with just over 4100 bodies, a figure which we now know 
corresponds closely to the inmates of the Kozelsk camp. 

We do not know whether the Germans had been informed by their 
Soviet ally of that time about the 1940 massacre of PoWs. They must cer¬ 
tainly have known about it from their own sources. The 1972-1973 British 
Foreign Office memorandum overview of Katyn explains the Nazis’ casual 
and inconsistent announcement of the burial site in those terms. Rohan 
Butler says that this level of Nazi-Soviet knowledge, if not mutual complic¬ 
ity, explains why ‘the Germans would by 1943 have had the Russians 
trapped since, whatever else the latter said, they could hardly admit to 
their new Western Allies that they had butchered thousands of Poles at 
the suggestion, or with the connivance, of the Nazis’. 8 * 
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Some of the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ telegrams intercepted 
by British Intelligence during April-May 1940 have now been made 
public. Their content is predictable although one can appreciate the 
uncomfortable Anglo-American reactions to them at the time. A German 
propaganda instruction of 5 May 1943 to all stations ordered that the 
finding of the 10000 bodies at Katyn be given ‘the widest publicity’. The 
documentary evidence was to be presented so as to make the world under¬ 
stand ‘what the peoples of EUROPE, delivered according to English and 
North American plans, to the SOVIET UNION, could expect from a victo¬ 
rious, drunken, Soviet army of occupation’. 84 In another circular of 22 
May 1943 the Wilhelmstrasse (German Foreign Ministry) crowed over 
their ‘resounding success’ in reducing the Soviets to ‘fairy-tales about 
archeological grave discoveries’. Katyn had provoked an open 
Polish-Soviet diplomatic split. The conflict could not be resolved as the 
Western Allies had already conceded the Soviet claim to Poland’s eastern 
territories. The episode had exposed Soviet aims. These were ‘the bolshe- 
visation of POLAND and indeed of EUROPE, and further that it is still 
pursuing its claim to the immediate hegemony of eastern and south¬ 
eastern Europe’. 85 In addition, it had revealed to the emigre Governments 
in London that banking on the British and Americans to oppose such 
Soviet ambitions was ‘a complete illusion’. Another intercept, just after 
the Teheran Conference, linked reports of German guilt for Katyn in the 
British and Soviet press to the Soviet drive to force the Allies ‘to adopt a 
compliant attitude in the Polish Question’. It was designed to force ‘an 
English declaration that even the Polish Question will not be allowed to 
disturb her alliance with the SU’. 86 German propaganda directives refuted 
Burdenko’s invention of the three interim holding camps through the 
total absence of any escapes by the Polish PoWs. It instructed that the 
1941 execution date should be countered through use of the Buhtz 
exhumations and the Katyn White Book material. 87 The Gennans also 
made use of Professor Georg von Wendt of Helsinki University who had 
examined corpses at Vinnitsa in summer 1943. He stated that the same 
shooting through the skull technique, demanding considerable skill, was 
evidenced at Katyn as at Vinnitsa. ‘This type of execution is used in the 
Soviet Union only and is completely unknown in other countries.’ Only 
the Bolsheviks possessed ‘the skill which makes mass murder by shooting 
through the base of the skull possible’. 88 

The Burdenko Commission and the Soviet cover story 

The Soviets established, in late 1943, an eight-strong Special Commission 
under the chairmanship of Nikolai Burdenko, after whom it is named, to 
establish their truth about Katyn. Lebedeva says that the initiative came 
from Georgi Alexandrov who headed the VKP (b) CC agitation and pro¬ 
paganda department. He wrote to deputy politburo member and Red 
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Army GPU head Aleksandr S. Scherbakov, on 22 September 1943 that 
preparations should be made to unmask the German provocation over 
Katyn. A special commission and investigation team should be ready to 
move in as soon as the Red Army had occupied the area. 88 Burdenko was a 

Com L ST? AC3demy ° f SCienCGS ’ 3S WaS the Writer <fo™er 
Coum) Aleksei Nikolayevich Tolstoy (1882-1945). Professor Burdenko 

was chosen, although now deaf, as he enjoyed a world-famous academic 
reputation as a neurosurgeon who had founded the Institute of the Mind. 

erhaps more importantly, he had acted as Stalin’s and Molotov’s per¬ 
sonal physician. The Central Clinical Hospital of the Red Army was to be 
named after him The other members were the Orthodox Metropolitan 

W ?T l Ti Wh ° CO, T lab ° rated wth the Soviet authorities in West Belarus and 
West Ukrame, Lieutenant-General Alexandr S. Gundorov (chairman of 
the Pan Slav Committee), Ivan A. Kolesnikov (chairman of the Soviet Red 
Cross and Red Crescent), Academician Vladimir Potemkin (Russian Fed- 
eration Minister of Education and former Deputy-Minister of Foreign 
Affairs), Colonel-General Yefim I. Smirnov (Head of the Red Army’s sani¬ 
tary services) and R. Melnikov (Chairman of the Smolensk CPSU oblast 
executive committee). 

Their work, was achieved quickly, in less than a month, as they had the 
full might of the Soviet state’s forensic-pathological, police and other 
resources behind them. The report issued in Smolensk on 24 January 
L 44 was obviously conceived and prepared in Moscow. Lebedeva says that 
Merkulov took personal charge.* The Commission’s brief was to ascertain 
and investigate the Circumstances of the Shooting of Polish Officer Pris- 
oners by the German-Fascist Invaders in the Katyn Forest’, and this they 
duly did. The two local residents (out of seven) who remained under 
Soviet control now, hardly surprisingly, changed their testimony. They 
claimed that their evidence had been obtained by Gestapo beatings and 
threats. A whole host of new witnesses, totalling about 100, most of them 
lower-levd Smolensk officials and three of the household staff in the 
NKVD guest house at Katyn, were produced to support the Soviet version 
and to fill in any gaps. The Soviet medical-forensic team claimed to have 
ex umed 92a bodies and pronounced on their identity and mode and 
time of death on this basis. 83 

The Soviet cover story endorsed by Burdenko, which dominated the 
communist world until 1990, and which was much believed outside it as 
well was based on a central lie concerning the time of death. This was that 
the Poles had been killed two, not three, years earlier, ‘between Septem¬ 
ber and December 1941’. Inconsistencies abound on this point as the 
cover story was manufactured by various hands and rushed out quite hur¬ 
riedly. Some of the witnesses gave August 1941 as the execution date. This 
naturally, raised difficulties and caused further adjustments to the cover 
story, concerning the winter clothing and military greatcoats in which the 
PoWs were shot and buried. 
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The Soviet Burdenko version of Katyn is as follows: it started with some 


fair)' tales about the Katyn forest and the River Dnieper banks being a 
popular, unrestricted and long-established rest and holiday area for 
Smolensk citizens. The nub oi the Soviet case was that the Polish PoWs were 
engaged in road building and maintenance work in the Smolensk area in 
summer 1941. They were housed in three, never exactly located, camps 
1-ON, 2-ON and SON, situated 25-45 kilometres west of Smolensk. These 
camps were a wholly fictitious NKVD invention. They were never mentioned 
in the Polish-Soviet exchanges of 1941-1943 nor were they reported on by 
any Pole in the USSR. In the Soviet version, recycled, after two attempts, in a 
more polished form at Nuremberg, the Gentian 537th Engineering or 
‘working’ battalion commanded by a Colonel Arnes, aided by two lieu¬ 
tenants called Rex (or Rekst) and Hott, established its HQ in the NKVD 
guest house at Katyn and about 30 German officers took up residence there. 
This unit was alleged to have captured the Poles (all of them without excep¬ 
tion!) and to have brought them to be shot and buried at Katyn. Local wit¬ 
nesses duly confirmed various sightings of Polish PoWs at Katyn and sounds 
of gunfire during a month-long period. The next stage of the Soviet story 
concerned the digging up in spring 1943 of the Polish remains by 500 Soviet 
PoWs, selected from an alleged Gentian prison camp number 126, who were 
shot, subsequently, by the Germans. The exercise involved the Gentians 
going through the remains and removing any evidence which contained, or 
indicated, a date later than April 1940. The Germans organised excursions 
by the local people of Smolensk to view the coipses. Some of them later testi¬ 
fied to Burdenko that they were struck by how shiny and relatively unworn 
the Polish army uniforms looked! After this, the Germans reburied the 
bodies carefully and concealed any evidence that they had been disturbed. 

The above account was supported by the findings of the Soviet Foren¬ 
sic-Medicine team which worked at Katyn from 16 to 23 January 1944. It 
confirmed that the Poles had been killed by shots to the back of the head 
by heavy' calibre pistols but claimed that this was in keeping with German 
methods of executing Soviet citizens. The Soviet doctors claimed to have 
found evidence that the bodies were disturbed in spring-summer 1943 
but that the Germans had not been completely thorough in searching the 
bodies. Nine items dated later than April 1940 were allegedly found, and 
detailed, in the report. The earliest was a letter dated 12 October (not 
November as given by Zawodny) 1940 while the latest was an unsent card 
dated 20 June 1941 addressed to Ulica Bagatella in Warsaw; the remainder 
included camp 1-ON receipts. 94 The failed sender was the only name 
(Gapiain Stanislaw Kuczyriski, number 53) actually amongst the list of 
those identified in 1943. The central and crucial conclusion that the Poles 
were killed in autumn 1941 was asserted simply as having been confirmed 
by the medical evidence. 

The Soviets accepted the false German figure of 11000 corpses at Katyn 
in order to confuse the issue and to cover up the threefold locations of 
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the 1940 massacre. This was despite the identification of solely Kozelsk 
inmates at Katyn by the International and PRG Gommissions. The Bur¬ 
denko version will be discussed further under the Nuremberg heading. 
Here one can follow Zawodny in pointing to the three major omissions 
concerning the replanting of the trees, the Soviet-type bayonet wounds 
and the Soviet origins of the ropes* The weaknesses and inconsistencies 
in the Burdenko Report were dissected in full in the April 1989 Report of 
the Polish members of the Joint Polish-Soviet Historical Commission 
established to examine ‘Blank Spots’ in their relationship* 

The Soviets, like the Germans before them, also invited foreign 
observers to Katyn. A group of about 20 journalists, all British and Amer¬ 
ican (except for a Frenchman and the Polish communist editor of Wolna 
Polska and subsequent PRL cultural notable Jerzy Borejsza), included John 
Melby, the Third Secretary of the American Embassy and Kathleen Harri- 
man, the 25-year-old daughter of the millionaire Averill Harriman, who 
was US ambassador to the USSR at the time. This group was in no position 
to draw any substantive conclusions. Their trip was short and superficial 
and the atmosphere was somewhat strained. The silly Harriman girl, 
however, allowed herself to be used by Roosevelt and the State Depart¬ 
ment, subsequently, in support of the thesis of German guilt. 9 ' Another 
participant in this visit, .Alexander Werth, became a well-known Soviet spe¬ 
cialist and journalist based in the United Kingdom. The publication of an 
edited Russian translation of his massive Russia at War just squeezed in at 
the end of the second phase of destalinisation in the USSR in 1966* His 
criticism of the weak, shoddy and unconvincing presentation of the Soviet 
case by Burdenko was published as it did not tackle the central issue of 
Soviet responsibility directly. The British embassy in Moscow reported that 
the journalists, while initially willing to accept the Soviet case, had not 
been impressed by what they saw and heard. Witnesses were clearly intimi¬ 
dated and ‘told their tale before the same people and repeated it parrot- 
wise’. The Soviet case was based entirely on the credibility of the medical 
evidence which could not be challenged. Unexpected questions by the 
journalists caused their hosts ‘noticeable irritation’. The embassy was con¬ 
cerned that resulting press criticism of Burdenko might cause Soviet 
‘explosions’. 99 

One interesting, and much quoted, epilogue to Burdenko surfaced in 
the Russian exile press in the USA in June 1950. H> " Boris Olshanskii, a 
Voronezh University academic and Stalingrad and Belarusan Front Red 
Army veteran, had succeeded in defecting from the Soviet Zone of 
Germany. Olshanskii claimed to have been a close and long-established 
family friend of Burdenko’s and to have visited the ailing surgeon, who 
had suffered two strokes, in Moscow just before his death in 1946. Bur¬ 
denko is reported as having said that Mother Russia's soil was full of 
Kttyns. Stalin had personally ordered him to visit Katyn to refute the 
German accusation. The medical evidence of ‘his spot check’ was clearly 
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that all the Polish bodies were four years old. Such unsupported hearsay 
evidence is unprovable even though it was repeated in 1952 before the US 
Congress committee investigating Katyn. 1 " 1 In words reminiscent of 
Merkulov’s admission to Berling, Burdenko allegedly said that ‘our com¬ 
rades from the NKVD made a great blunder’. 

Soviet failure at Nuremberg 

The four victorious Allies agreed at the Special London Conference of 26 
June-8 August 1945, which prepared the Nuremberg Tribunal, that the 
USSR would prosecute German crimes against humanity. As they were 
also responsible for prosecuting atrocities committed in Eastern Europe 
the Katyn Question fell within their remit. The Soviets had the charge that 
the Germans killed 11 000 (originally 925) Polish officer PoWs in Septem¬ 
ber 1941 at Katyn included in Count Three of the Allied Indictment of 
German War Criminals of 18 October 1945. The Chief Soviet Prosecutor, 
General Rudenko, and his deputy, Colonel Pokrovskii, read the Burdenko 
Commission report into the trial proceedings as evidence. 102 The Amer¬ 
ican, British and French prosecutors advised Rudenko not to proceed with 
the charge and included it, with his amended figures, very reluctantly. 1 " 3 
The court considered Katyn on 13-14 February, and again on 8 March 
and 1-3 July 1946. IM Offers by General Anders and the London Govern¬ 
ment to produce relevant evidence, including crucial witnesses such as 
Professor Swianiewicz, were ignored. 105 

After considerable legal argument over Pokrovskii’s wish to proceed 
solely on the basis of written affidavits and controversy about the admissi¬ 
bility of witnesses it was agreed that the Soviet and German sides would 
present three witnesses apiece. HW The Soviet witnesses were carefully 
chosen, coached and prepared in Moscow by the Government Commis¬ 
sion, chaired by Vyshinsky, who had been given responsibility for manag¬ 
ing the Soviet delegation at Nuremberg. 107 Professor Viktor Prozorovskii, 
the head of the Forensic-Medicine section of the Soviet Ministiy of 
Health, had carried out many of the Katyn autopsies for the Burdenko 
Commission. He testified that the Poles had undoubtedly been killed in 
autumn 1941. The astronomy professor Boris Bazilevskii had been nomi¬ 
nated as deputy mayor of Smolensk by the Germans and had testified par¬ 
ticulars about the alleged camp 126 to Burdenko. He claimed to have 
heard from his superior, Smolensk Mayor Boris Menshagin, that the 
Polish PoWs had been shot by the Germans. 108 Bazilevskii asserted that 
they had been in the Kozelsk camp in August 1940. The most important 
Soviet witness, Dr Markov, the Bulgarian member of the International 
Commission, agreed to all Prosecutor Smirnov’s leading questions.'" 9 His 
evidence that the International Commission had been presented with 
already exhumed bodies and had signed only under German pressure was 
to be refuted later by Drs Naville and Tramsen. 

L 
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The German witnesses demolished the Soviet case against them. 
Colonel Friedrich Ahrens (not Arnes) demonstrated that he was not in 
command of the unit at the time that it was held responsible for the mas¬ 
sacre as he was on the Western Front. 110 Colonel Albert Bedenk, the 
Smolensk area commander prior to Ahrens, and their superior, General 
Eugen Oberhauser, proved the following: the military unit referred to by 
Burdenko was the 537th Signals Regiment which established a 17-20- 
strong communications centre in the Katyn guest house in late August 
1941. 111 Apparently, they became aware that the nearby forest was an exe¬ 
cution and burial site, but at what point in 1942 they learnt sufficiently 
from local residents to report the presence of Polish PoW bodies to their 
superiors is unclear. After these exchanges, the Katyn issue quite simply 
vanished from the Nuremberg proceedings. All mention was omitted from 
the final verdict on 30 September 1946. 112 Soviet inability to have respons¬ 
ibility attributed to the Germans was a sure indicator of growing disagree¬ 
ments within the erstwhile wartime alliance and the onset of the Cold 
War. The emigre Polish conclusion that as German guilt had not been 
established at Nuremberg then the Soviets were responsible by default 
was, unfortunately, not to prove as compelling as they had hoped." 3 

The US Congress hearings 

The Polish community or Polonia in the USA was estimated as numbering 
anything between six and eight million citizens of Polish origins at the end 
of the Second World War." 4 It did not speak or vote with a single voice 
but it had traditionally been heavily Democrat and it still represented a 
powerful political bloc. Its flagship organisation, the Polish American Con¬ 
gress (PAC) established in 1944, opposed the Western Allies’ acceptance 
of the establishment of communist rule. Its president, Charles Rozmarek, 
and its leaders regarded the 1940 massacre as an essential preliminary step 
by the Soviets in Poland’s subordination. Their efforts to have the issue 
examined were rebuffed by Truman’s administration and the State 
Department on numerous occasions during the late 1940s. 115 The Berlin 
Blockade, the growing evidence of Sovietisation in Eastern Europe and 
the consequent onset of the Cold War, however, produced a more 
favourable political atmosphere. 

The turning point came with a series of articles by the journalist Julius 
Epstein in the Nero York Herald-Tribune during July 1949. 110 Epstein, who 
became a very assiduous and effective lobbyist for the Polish cause, had his 
call for an inquiry' into the Katyn affair taken up by politicians represent¬ 
ing both parties in Congress. Arthur Bliss Lane, the American ambassador 
to Poland, who had resigned in protest at the country's Sovietisation, 
spearheaded the establishment of the bi-partisan American Committee for 
the Investigation of the Katyn Massacre (sometimes referred to as the 
Lane Committee)." 7 He was supported by the Trotskyist writer Max 
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Eastman. With the trial of Alger Hiss, the start of Senator Joseph 
McCarthy’s anti-communist witch hunt in 1950 and, above all, the out¬ 
break of the Korean War, the resistance of the New Deal liberals to an 
inquest on Roosevelt’s Second World War stewardship was broken. Unfor¬ 
tunately, the cause of the objective truth about Katyn remained highly 
politicised, but now from a different direction. It was subordinated to the 
search for culprits in the alleged conspiracy which had sold out Eastern 
Europe to Stalin. An influential American newspaper wrote that ‘a Con¬ 
gressional investigation can add little to the known facts, but it can achieve 
an important service by discovering who, among the military and civilian 
officials responsible to Roosevelt and Truman, succeeded in withholding 
the facts from the American people for so long’." 8 The British FO view 
centred around the aphorism that the committee’s purpose was ‘to make 
anti-Soviet propaganda in the guise of a legal inquiry’. 119 

The House of Representatives voted unanimously on 18 September 
1951 to establish a seven-strong Select Committee to ‘conduct an investi¬ 
gation of the facts, evidence and circumstances of the Katyn Forest mas¬ 
sacre’. All its members, chaired by the Indiana Democrat Ray Madden, 
represented constituencies containing high percentages of Polish Ameri¬ 
cans. The other Democrats, who held the majority in the House at the 
time, were Daniel J. Flood (Pennsylvania), (John) Foster Furcolo (Massa¬ 
chusetts) and the Polish-born Tadeusz (Thaddeus) Michael Machrowicz 
(Michigan). The Republicans were George A. Dondero (Michigan), Alvin 
Edward O’Konski (originally Okonski! - Wisconsin) and Timothy P. 
Sheehan (Illinois). The committee had the normal powers of subpoena 
over witnesses and documents. Its chief counsel was John J. Mitchell, of 
later Watergate infamy. The very active young Chicago lawyer and future 
Democratic congressman from Illinois Roman Conrad Pucinski (1919- 
2002) became its chief investigator. 

The committee held hearings from January to December 1952 during 
the height of the Korean War so, hardly surprisingly, its evidence and con¬ 
clusions were related to current perceptions of the Chinese communist 
threat and North Korean mistreatment of American PoWs. 120 Lieutenant 
Colonel Donald Stewart, the American PoW who had been brought to 
Katyn by the Germans, along with Van Vliet, in May 1943, testified his firm 
conviction that the Soviets were responsible, in October 1951. 121 The com¬ 
mittee heard 81 witnesses, read over a hundred witness statements and 
183 documents into its report and also heard another 200 interested indi¬ 
viduals. The net result was a compendium of seven massive volumes of rel¬ 
evant evidence on Katyn and American-Soviet relations focussed around 
the Polish Question during the Second World War. 

The committee, in order to hear European witnesses, also held hear¬ 
ings in London (in private due to British Government objections), Naples 
and Frankfurt-on-Main. The most important were members of the Inter¬ 
national Commission. Dr Palmieri confirmed that all the signs indicated 
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that the Poles had been killed between March and May 1940. 122 The 
bodies were squeezed together like sardines and it was, therefore, imposs¬ 
ible that the Germans could have doctored the documents on them as 
claimed by the Soviets. Dr Tramsen testified that the mummification of 
the bodies caused by the pressure of sand and of other bodies on them 
confirmed beyond all doubt that the Poles had been buried in the winter 
clothing in which they had been killed. 12 * The shape of the cuts on some 
of the bodies indicated that they had been caused by Soviet-type bayonets. 
Drs Palmieri and Tramsen, along with Drs Naville, 124 Orsos 129 and 
Miloslavic, 128 when questioned, confirmed the voluntary nature of their 
testimony, the absence of German pressure and the unanimous nature of 
their conclusions that the Poles had been killed in spring 1940. The latter 
was particularly important. Tramsen and Orsos testified that Drs Markov 
and Hajek had agreed fully with all these findings at the time. 

The committee interviewed almost everyone of significance in the 
Katyn affair on the American and Polish emigre sides, particularly those 
whose voices had been muzzled during the Second World War. They 
included witnesses, some of whom we have already mentioned, and who 
we will revert to again, such as Lieutenant Colonel Van Vliet, 127 Colonel 
Henry Szymanski, ex-Governor of Pennsylvania George H. Earle, Major 
General Clayton Bissell, Justice Robert H. Jackson who had prosecuted at 
the Nuremberg Supreme Court, Under-Secretary of State Sumner Welles 
and Ambassadors Averill Harriman and Arthur Bliss Lane. Notable Polish 
figures included Ambassadors Stanislaw Kot, Tadeusz Romer and Edward 
Raczynski, Generals Wladyslaw Anders, Marian Kukiel, Tadeusz Bor- 
Komorowski and Zygmunt Bohusz-Szyszko, and Dr Kazimierz Skarzynski. 
The three German officers questioned at Nuremberg, General Friedrich 
Oberhauser, Colonel Friedrich Ahrens and Colonel Albert Bedenk, ampli¬ 
fied their stories. Kathleen Harriman (now Mrs Mortimer), under exten¬ 
sive questioning by Congressman Machrowicz, changed the view 
attributed to her by the US embassy in Moscow and the State Department 
in 1944 and now, accepted Soviet guilt. 128 Her colleague, during the 
January 1944 visit, Henry Clarence Cassidy, the well-known Moscow Press 
Bureau chief, admitted that he had reported the Soviet version, even 
though, he had not been convinced by it. 

The committee’s interim report of 2 July 1952 had already branded the 
Soviet NKVD as responsible for committing the Katyn massacre, not later 
than spring 1940. 12,1 The British FO deprecated the inconclusive, one¬ 
sided and contradictory evidence on which it was based. The committee 
had ‘an obvious political bias and has not been drawn up in an exclusively 
judicial fashion’. 1 *" Its Final Report, submitted on 22 December 1952, sent 
four recommendations to the White House. 1 *' The Katyn documentation 
should be sent to all UN delegates. The US Permanent Representative 
should present the issue at the UN’s General Assembly and propose that 
the International Court of Justice charge the Soviet Union with the Katyn 
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massacre. More generally, the committee recommended the establish¬ 
ment of an International Commission to investigate crimes against 
humanity. The USSR was denounced for ‘one of the most barbarous inter¬ 
national crimes in world history’. .... 

Given the growing atmosphere of Korean and Cold War hysteria which 
fuelled McCarthyism, the committee was now even more concerned to 
reveal the State and War Department’s cover-up of the truth about Katyn 
which had allowed Roosevelt’s White House to follow Stalin s line on 
Katyn and to abandon the London Poles at Teheran and Yalta. The eight 
major sources which should have allowed the Roosevelt administration to 
form a clear picture of Soviet responsibility for Katyn will be discussed 
further in the following chapter. Here one might note that the committee 
blamed the administration’s ‘strange psychosis’ and pro-Soviet mindset 
caused by its overriding desire to maintain the Soviet war effort; this led to 
the suppression of inconvenient evidence, information and contrary 
voices as well as the abandonment of Allies. The consequent tragic con¬ 
cessions at Yalta’ sacrificed Eastern Europe but failed to secure an accept¬ 
able post-war settlement based on the Atlantic Charter and United 
Nations principles. The Republicans used Roosevelt’s conspiracy of 
silence, and worse, over Katyn as part of their 1952 election campaign 
designed to win over East European ethnic voters away from the Demo¬ 
crats. 


Katyn bibliographically - the Crusade for the Truth within 
and outside the Soviet Bloc 

The best public examination of the Katyn evidence which emerged during 
194V1952, until the Russian documentation and Lebedevas and Abaii- 
nov’s accounts became available after 1990, was Zawodny’s Death in the 
Forest , IW The British Foreign Office and political elite had, however, the 
benefit of the second of Ambassador Owen O’Malley’s major reports on 
Katyn. 1SS It is worth spending some time on this seven-pagc-long docu¬ 
ment as its 12 sections still provide one of the best-informed and most eco¬ 
nomic and judicious dissections of the 1943-1944 evidence. O Malley 
contrasts the German with the Soviet Burdenko method of dealing with 
Katyn The Germans brought in a fairly large international commission of 
pathologists and criminologists to establish their findings and allowed the 
resultant evidence to be tested by wide-based delegations of Poles. The 
Burdenko Commission was, however, composed solely of eight Soviet offi¬ 
cials and notables aided by five Soviet medical experts. The Germans 
allowed repeated access to foreign observers and journalists while the 
Soviets allowed only a single short visit by the Haniman-Melby press 
group. O’Malley felt that while ‘no definite conclusions’ could be drawn 
from the greater breadth of access by the Germans, the fact that the Poles, 
who hated Germans and Russians equally, were convinced produced a 
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slight initial presumption that ‘a guilty conscience’ was responsible for the 
limited and controlled Soviet access. Given the knowledge of the brutality 
of both German and Russian police methods and their mutual capacity to 
intimidate witnesses and to produce favourable evidence O’Malley was 
right not to get involved in this dimension. About nine-tenths of the Bur¬ 
denko Report was composed of this questionable type of witness state¬ 
ments - another weakness in the Soviet case. The current author agrees 
that it is ‘futile to appraise the trustworthiness of the testimony of wit¬ 
nesses' for both sides. I have, therefore, eschewed doing so, although the 
reader should remember that an enormous part of the Katyn literature up 
until 1990 does just that. 

O’Malley identified the following discrepancies between the 
German/International Commission and Soviet forensic findings. Both 
claimed to have exhumed roughly the same number of corpses, 982 and 
925 respectively. The Germans found that there were ‘varying degrees of 
decomposition of the bodies’ and that this, together with changes in the 
skulls, indicated that the Poles had been killed three years previously. The 
Soviets claimed that as no bodies had decayed or disintegrated they could 
not have been buried ‘for long’; the killings, therefore, took place 
‘between September and December 194U. The Germans found no docu¬ 
mentation on the corpses dated later than 22 April 1940 - the Soviets dis¬ 
covered papers dated between 12 September 1940 and 20 June 1941. As a 
result O’Malley dismissed ‘as more or less unreliable the verbal accounts 
of supposed witnesses and the findings of the scientific commissions on 
both sides’. 

O’Malley considered the Burdenko cover story that the Poles had been 
moved to the three camps around Smolensk in April-May 1940 and had 
engaged in road building work before being captured by the Germans in 
July 1941 and shot by them over the following four months as possible, but 
‘defective’. The ‘incredible’ flaw in the account was that 10000 Polish 
PoWs had allegedly lived and worked in the Smolensk region for over a 
year without a single one ever escaping, even during the confusion of the 
German takeover. ‘Not a single one ... was ever seen or heard of alive 
again’ despite Burdenko’s description of German round-ups of escaped 
Polish prisoners. Apart from the Gryazovets survivors not a single commu¬ 
nication was ever received from the three main camps after April 1940 nor 
was there a single satisfactory reply to over 500 Red Cross inquiries or to 
the repeated official Polish queries concerning the latter. The conclusions 
reiterated those stated in his more important report of 24 May 1943: 
although there could be no certainty as to who murdered the Polish PoWs 
at Katyn cumulative weaknesses undermined the credibility of the Soviet 
case. ‘The defective nature’ of the Burdenko Report ‘makes these doubts 
even stronger than before.’ 

There is one final piece of hard evidence that was known to Western 
elites in the 1940s but which only really entered the public domain in the 
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1990s in a major way with the publication of Waclaw Godziemba- 
Maliszewski’s study. 134 The Luftwaffe archives were captured by the 
Western Allies in 1945 and examined by the British and American Intelli¬ 
gence Services. Reconnaissance overflight photographs of Soviet territory 
were found amongst other documentation. 135 The British studied them at 
RAF Medmenham as part of an intelligent assessment exercise called 
‘Dick Tracy’. The flight path over the area surrounding Katyn was 
stamped ‘Confidential’ no less than 11 times. Zawodny’s private papers 
contain correspondence with Godziemba-Maliszewski which concludes 
that ‘at Medmenham they saw ineluctable ground signatures on the 
terrain of Katyn that existed prior to the German invasion ofjune 1941’. 13,1 
This is ‘first hand evidence’ that British and American governing circles 
knew that ‘the elite of their Polish Ally were murdered by the Soviet 
Union’ and not by the Germans. 

The literature on Katyn from 1943 to 1990 falls under four main head¬ 
ings. 137 First, there was an enormous amount of personal testimony, 
mainly by Poles who had been in the USSR during the Second World War 
or who had been involved with the Government-in-Exile. Second, there 
were a limited number of studies notably by Zawodny, FitzGibbon and De 
Montfort who at various times succeeded in synthesising the state of know¬ 
ledge on the issue at an academically acceptable level. Gorbachev’s Glas- 
nosl, encouraging the growth of a Polish-Soviet campaign to tackle 
historical ‘blank spots’ such as Katyn and the Ribbcntrop-Molotov Pact, 
only arrived by the late 1980s. The main work of this period, Czeslaw 
Madajczyk’s Dramat Katyhski , was quickly left behind by the documentary 
revelations. 138 Third, there were numerous sensationalist contributions, 
some outright forgeries, which purported to shed new light on the mas¬ 
sacre. Lasdy, there was a growth of dissident literature within the PRL, 
roughly from the time of the formation of the Workers’ Defence Commit¬ 
tee (KOR) in 1976. The main inspiration for this movement crystallised 
with the publication of Jerzy Lojek’s pioneering essay by the independent 
dissident press. 139 After the Solidarity outburst, individuals emerged in the 
1980s grouped around the Katyn Committee and publications like the 
Biuletyn Kalymkie who devoted themselves to what can appropriately be 
called no less than a crusade to establish the truth about Katyn. 

The most important memoirs directly connected with Katyn are four 
works by survivors (Czapski, Mlynarski, Peszkowski and Swianiewicz) which 
throw light on conditions and Soviet organisation and behaviour in the 
three special camps. 149 A related category are the scraps of diaries and notes 
kept by PoWs in Kozelsk. Those which have survived were taken from their 
corpses at Katyn and are now part of the Robel Collection. 141 The general 
framework for the 1940 massacre and its consequences are covered by a 
whole string of political memoirs, notably by Anders, Bohusz-Szyszko, Bor- 
Komorowski, Churchill, Ciechanowski, Goetcl, Korbonski, Kot, Lane, 
Maisky, Mikolajczyk and Raczyriski whose full details are set out in the 
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bibliography. For obvious reasons Soviet and PRL memoirs, even excep¬ 
tional reminiscences such as Khruschev’s or, more questionably, Gomulka’s, 
during the Cold War could throw almost no meaningful light on the subject 
while defectors' evidence usually only muddied already stagnant waters. 

The general analyses are drawn on, and considered, throughout this 
study as are the various falsifications and culs-de-sac which plagued the 
subject before Glasnost. The intra-systemic struggle in the PRL for the 
truth about Katyn and the 1940 massacre will be discussed in Chapter 
Eight. Here one needs to observe that the primary sources derived from 
the investigations and reports discussed above set sharp and clear limits 
for what could be known by the time Zawodny wrote the authoritative 
Cold War account in 1962. This applied, in particular, to the London 
Polish documentary collections (notably Katyn in the Light of Documents, 
which under less contested political circumstances would have been 
accepted as definitive within the strict limits of the available material of 
the time, and the AK and Government-in-Exile diplomatic documents) 
which were all published by about 1960. The official publications of 
German and American Second World War diplomatic documents did 
littl e more than confirm the historical context. The subject was given a 
renewed boost by the publication, according to the Thirty Years’ Rule, of 
some, although not all, its Katyn documentation by the British Foreign 
Office after 1972. This fuelled the Katyn Memorial controversy but again, 
FitzGibbon’s Unpitied and Unknown (1975) marked the limit of what was, 
or could be, known until Gorbachev. The 1940 massacre thus became a 
historical quagmire after the respective Polish, Soviet and German tem¬ 
plates were established in 1943-1944. 142 Nuremberg and the US Congres¬ 
sional Committee contributed little of additional value. Only the collapse 
of communism, which permitted the retrieval and publication of key 
Soviet documents, allowed the basic truth about the whole of the 1940 
massacre to be confirmed. The Katyn: Documents Concerning the Atrocity 
series has performed an enormous service in publicising this aspect but 
important gaps, indicated in this study, still remain. Victor Zaslavsky 
rightly says that ‘the publication of these documents eliminates, once and 
for all, the mountain of lies and disinformation’. 143 

Forgeries, megalomaniacs, dead ends and pseudo-experts 

Apart from official state forgeries, such as the Burdenko Commission, the 
historiography of the 1940 massacre is littered with two other types of 
obfuscatory material. One is the appearance of unofficial forgeries or apoc¬ 
rypha, a limited number of which proved difficult to expose for consider¬ 
able periods of time, because of the unclear status of the whole question. 
The other, given the fog of information and the unclear and malleable 
framework, is a whole range of testimonies whose significance and/or 
authenticity was difficult to judge at the time they were offered. 
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Without any doubt the main example of the first categoiy is the so- 
called Tartakov forgery, which was first published m an obscure and sensa¬ 
tionalist West German weekly in 1957.- This purported to be a 
half-page-long report, dated 10 June 1940, signed by a certain Tartakov 
the sectary («!) of .he Minsk obl.s, NKVD to the Main 
the NKVD in Moscow ( sicf). It reported that the Mam Department , 
orders of 12 February 1940 to liquidate the PoW camps m Kozelsk, 
Ostashkov and Starobelsk had been earned out, and completed on 6 ' J“ ’ 
The operation had been directed by an official called Bunanov sent from 
Moscow. He had used the Minsk security services and the 190th battalion 
“ “mtorial troops’ to liquidate the Kozelsk inmates tn Smo ensk 
between 1 March and 3 May. Ostashkov had been liquidated b> the 
Smolensk NKVD, secured by the 129th battalion, in Bologoe who com¬ 
pleted the action on 5 June. The Starobelsk prisoners were kil ed by the 
Kharkov NKVD, commanded by Colonel Kuchkov and suppor e y 
68th Ukrainian Rifle Regiment, in a hamlet ca led Der S ac 11 Y J * 
Copies of the report had been sent to Generals Raikhman (Reikhm ) 

111 Th^ 1 provenance of this leaked document was allegedly the entourage 
of Prosecutor Martini in Krakow who found this document m his papers 
after his murder. 145 Despite inquiries by various Russian and Polish schol¬ 
ars and journalists in the 1990s the real source and circumstances of this 
forgery have never been revealed. Its fabricators seem extremely well 
informed The dates and execution locales would have seemed w o > 
credible in the 1950s and 1960s. The names of the NKVD execuuoners 
were thought up but Reikhman and Zarubin certainly existed and, as we 
have seen, played roles in the massacre and its subsequent cover-up. One 
can only speculate, that the most likely explanation is that it was produced 
by a rogue element, probably, made up of ex-members of either West 
German or American Intelligence, supported by Polish emigres, although 
not necessarily of Second World War vintage. There has been speculation 
that Minsk NKVD personnel were involved at Katyn and, also, that ie 
Nazis had captured their archive, although the latter has never been con- 

f ‘ l The Tartakov document is a farrago of lies and inventions which has 
been disproved completely by the post-1990 Russian and NKVD documen¬ 
tation At the time, it seemed a fairly credible version of what had hap- 
p“ed.td i Lh waz taken *rioJy by Zawodny ”ForFitzGibbon the 
important message in this document was the revelation that the 1940 mas¬ 
sacre had been carried out in three separate sites, one for each of the 
camps 148 The Nazi and Soviet mystifications that all the PoWs, and not 
just the Kozelsk ones, had perished at Katyn, was now replaced by firmer 
evidence that the Starobelsk inmates had been buned at Kharkov and the 
Ostashkov ones at Bologoe, 70 miles to the north of Kalinin. Althoug 
FitzGibbon did not quite get the specific details of the latter right, and 
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gave too much credence to the possibility that some PoWs had been 
drowned in barges in the White Sea, his interpretation was eventually 
proved to be on the right sort of lines. FitzGibbon’s speculative insight was 
correct even though his source was totally false. 

One of the glaring weaknesses in Butler’s FO Memorandum discussed 
in the following chapter is the author’s failure to examine and give due 
weight to the Polish sources on Katyn. He also conflates the Geraian and 
Polish versions and does not differentiate and bring out the essential dif¬ 
ferences between them. In particular, many of the scholarly criteria for 
privileging primary over secondary, or even tertiary, sources seem to have 
deserted him on numerous occasions. On the other hand, if either the 
German or the Soviet party could have done the deed the criteria for 
judging the importance or relevance of specific witnesses proved very slip¬ 
pery' indeed. As a result, the Katyn literature is littered with shadowy, often 
shady, individuals and testimony which is reported in case it were to prove 
significant. Clearly, a certain Abraham Vidro’s hearsay claim to have heard 
an NKVD agent (Major Sorokin) boasting in a Soviet labour camp, of his 
role in the Katyn massacre should have been regarded as potentially 
less significant than the Menshagin sightings. 1411 The same applies to self- 
publicisers such as Henry Metelmann, a German who fought on the 
Eastern Front and settled in England. He offered his opinion, gleefully 
taken up by the British FO, that his military colleagues believed that the 
Nazis had themselves killed the Poles at Katyn. 150 Another interesting 
canard concerned the existence of an NKVD training film based on the 
Katyn shootings. In one particularly absurd version it was allegedly shown 
in the Chinese embassy in Warsaw in 1964 or 1965. 151 Such rumours were 
potentially less interesting than the claim of a Pole to have befriended 
Stalin’s son, Jakub Dzugashvili, in a German PoW camp. Jerzy Lewczewski 
told the US Congressional Committee that the latter had told him that the 
Katyn murders were ‘a government necessity’. 152 Zawodny sidestepped the 
difficulties resulting from the fog of witnesses of varying levels of import¬ 
ance and reliability by concentrating parsimoniously on the central Polish, 
German and Soviet testimony, hence the convincing character of his 
account for so depressingly long. 
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7 The management and control of 
the truth about the 1940 
massacre 


The truth and American-British lies, hypocrisy and self- 
delusion 

Postmodernists argue that historical truth tends to be narrativised by an 
author’s subjectivity and the historical context. Consequently, there are 
no ‘real’ or ‘true’ stories. 1 The literal dictionary definition of truth is fairly 
tautological. The New Oxford Dictionary of English (1998) defines it as ‘the 
quality or state of being true’ merely adding ‘that which is in accordance 
with fact or reality’. For historians it is normally only a technical problem 
involving the quality and reliability of sources to establish the basic truth 
of facts. The 1940 massacre is highly unusual as the basic feature of its 
truth was the establishment of what would normally be considered mere 
historical, even statistical, fact. Who killed how many Polish PoWs, where 
and when have until recently been more primary questions than the 
normal issues of why, how and with what consequences. The Katyn prob¬ 
lematic, however, came to be regarded by Western diplomats and politi¬ 
cians as one of legal-judicial rather than historical truth particularly as 
civilised people regarded it as a crime just as much as a historical event. 
The question of who was the guilty party divided opinion for half a 
century. Before it was resolved satisfactorily, by the admission of the guilty 
party, what would normally have been subsequent questions of motivation 
and intent were subordinated to the basic search for the truth concerning 
the actual crime. This explains why so many individuals and bodies, 
including the British Foreign Office, were caught up in a political and 
moral bind which they found difficult to acknowledge, and trapped into 
applying legal-judicial criteria. In practice, political elites determined their 
truth for Katyn according to changing political needs and circumstances. 
The triumph of Allied self-interest and realist statecraft over abstract truth 
in 1943, however, continues to make people feel uncomfortable as it chal¬ 
lenges the alleged moral and principled bases of democratic societies. 

Having said the above one can discern the following truths about Katyn. 
The simplest was that of the guilty party and its supporters. The USSR 
always denied responsibility and attributed blame to Nazi Germany. This 
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belief became a test of political loyalty and ideological reliability within its 
bloc and a canon of faith for its supporters outside it. The British and 
Americans subordinated what is now known to be the actual truth of 
Katyn to their primary need of maintaining the tripartite alliance and the 
Soviet war effort during the Second World War. The less-involved Ameri¬ 
cans were more pragmadc and flexible in handling the issue than the 
British. The Roosevelt administration suppressed and excluded inconve¬ 
nient evidence of Soviet responsibility. The pendulum swung in the 
opposite direction once the Cold War set in. From the 1952 Congressional 
Committee onwards some Americans used Katyn functionally as propa¬ 
ganda against Soviet totalitarianism in their ideological-systemic-security 

conflict with the communist bloc. 

The British had the closest wartime relations with the Polish Govern- 
ment-in-Exile. They were, therefore, subjected to the most intense barrage 
of hard evidence pointing to Soviet guilt and faced the greatest dilemma 
in reconciling truth with realpolitik wartime priorities. Lacking French cyni¬ 
cism or American enthusiasm British political elites felt that they could 
not maintain their perceptions of self-worth and their morally absolutist 
values unless an element of doubt could be introduced over Katyn. This 
explains the strength and depth of the Foreign Office commitment to the 
view that the weight of evidence suggested Soviet responsibility but that in 
judicial terms it was not quite sufficient to close the issue decisively. The 
unproven verdict was set in stone. Although challenged, most notably in 
the early 1970s, it was reiterated by all British political elites and the 
Foreign Office throughout the Cold War period. The admission of Soviet 
culpability in 1990, therefore, caused great embarrassment even though, 
by then, most of the Second World War protagonists were dead. The 
debate over the official British stance has not been satisfactorily resolved 
until this day. Zaslavsky rightly says that ‘Soviet leaders would not have suc¬ 
ceeded for half a century in hiding the truth about the Katyn massacre 
without Western government complicity’.' 2 A British academic goes even 
further - ‘in 1943 the behaviour of the British and American Govern¬ 
ments, albeit in extenuating circumstances, amounted to what is called in 
criminal law conspiracy to defeat the ends of justice . s 

The final truth about Katyn is the actual one, the facts about which 
cannot be seriously contested since 1990, and which is documented in 
detail in this study. Unfortunately, this had previously coincided with the 
truth of the aggrieved party, the London Poles and non-communist Polish 
society during the PRL, so many Anglo-Saxons argued that as self-semng 
truth it was somehow less legitimate. 

The abstract truth about the 1940 massacre has, therefore, always been 
conditioned by international political factors as it was not a purely 
domestic atrocity like the other crimes of the Stalinist Terror. The inter¬ 
national dimension has now been replaced by different intellectua 
debates and legal frameworks concerning Human Rights, Crimes against 
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Humanity and the need to render justice to victims and their relatives by 
establishing Historical Truth within the' ex-communist bloc. The latter 
issue raises the problem of lustration of new elites and whether individuals 
should be prosecuted for poliucal crimes and atrocities committed during 
the communist era. 4 1 argue that the success of democralisadon in Russia 
depends upon a full admission and rejection by its elites and society of the 
crimes of the Stalinist period. The ‘overcoming of history’ requires the 
Russians to come to terms with their Soviet and Stalinist past just as the 
Germans had to understand their Nazi past in order to reject it after 1950. 

One can, therefore, now understand why the truth about Katyn was so 
carefully managed and controlled for half a centuiy. It was caught inextri¬ 
cably in the central web of the key conflicts and relationships of the twen¬ 
tieth century. Only the collapse of the main self-interested guardian of the 
anti-truth over Katyn returned the issue to a more normal and less politi¬ 
cised sphere. 

America - the pragmatic and utilitarian handling of the 
truth 

The Katyn issue was both extremely peripheral and antagonistic to Presid¬ 
ent Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s primary concerns during the Second 
World War. There is little controversy that he wanted to obtain an under¬ 
standing with Stalin for the following reasons. First, in order to maintain 
the maximum Soviet military contribution to the European war against 
Nazi Germany. Second, at its end, to commit the USSR to what was mistak¬ 
enly believed, before the atom bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, would be a long war, involving heavy American casualties, 
against Japan. Third, Roosevelt subordinated Churchill and British impe¬ 
rialism to these ends and to the strategy which he developed at the 
December 1943 Teheran and February 1945 Yalta conferences. 0 This con¬ 
ceded Stalin’s desired frontier changes concerning Poland and the joint 
Allied occupation of a demilitarised and denazified Germany. Roosevelt 
imagined that, in exchange, he would solidify the US-USSR condo¬ 
minium over world affairs within his new proposed United Nations frame¬ 
work and gain Stalin’s involvement in the war against Japan. Most 
controversially, Roosevelt perhaps hoped that Stalin would accept what 
later became the Finnish type of domestic democratic status based on free 
elections, not direct imperial control, for the countries which the Red 
Army occupied at the end of the war. He was warned by Sikorski as to 
Stalin’s real intentions as early as 4 May 1943: ’I fear that what the Soviet 
Government wants is a Polish Communist Government which would offer 
them Poland as a Soviet satellite state."’ It only became possible to publi¬ 
cise inconvenient truths, such as Katyn, in the West about the erstwhile 
Second World War ally with the post-1945 Sovietisadon of Eastern Europe 
which initiated the Cold War. 
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Two key aspects of the American handling of the Katyn issue have now 
been documented. First, that the Roosevelt administration was informed 
about Soviet culpability from early on, and second, that it took purposive 
measures to suppress that truth and to prevent it entering the public 
domain. The two aspects are linked and can be examined under eight 
headings identified by Zawodny. 7 

The Americans had little direct involvement in, or knowledge oi, the 
rights and wrongs of Katyn but were quickly informed by Jan 
Ciechanowski, the Polish Government-in-Exile ambassador in Washington. 
Polonia organisations were also much involved. Roosevelt chose to lie to 
the latter, as well as to Sikorski, and his successor, Mikolajczyk, about the 
real American policy in order to maintain their support for his 1944 presi- 
dendal re-election campaign. ‘To Roosevelt the Polish Question was 
mainly a question of electoral strategy. The Poles, therefore, stood to gam 
little support from him.’ 8 

The .American press, fed with tendentious material by official sources, 
increasingly depicted the Exiled Poles as troublemaking nuisances while 
the USSR was painted in uncritically rosy colours. Worrying developments 
within the American Polonia were identified by the Foreign Nationalities 
branch of the Office of Strategic Services in a printed report entitled ‘The 
Development of Polish-Russian Antagonism in the United States’ in June 
1943 . 9 This depicted the Polish language press in America as engaged in 
an unbridled campaign of denunciation’ of both the Soviet authorities 
and Russian culture in general after the Katyn revelations. Sikorski s 
nationalist and conservative opponents were presenting Poland as a 
civilised and Catholic bulwark defending Europe against Russian Mongols 
and Tartars. Their most prominent organisation was the National Com¬ 
mittee of Americans of Polish Descent (KNAPP) formed in June 1942 and 
led by M.F. Wegrzynek and Colonel Ignacy Matuszewski, one of Pilsudski’s 
inter-war Sanacja ruling coterie. Their newspapers, Ntrwy Swiat (New York), 
Dziennik Polski (Detroit) and Dziennik dla Wszystkych (Buffalo), had taken 
the initiative against the pro-Sikorski Polish National Alliance (PAC) 
whose main mouthpiece was the Dziennik Zwiqzkowy (Chicago). The Amer¬ 
ican Polonia was thus becoming increasingly politicised and divided over 
European and Allied wartime issues. The conclusion that this might 
become ‘a matter of some consequence’ in American politics was, no 
doubt, picked by a White House aide and factored into Roosevelt’s 
domestic electoral and political calculations. 

The facts about this presidential cover-up were revealed with the onset 
of the Cold War. This theme, just as much as the actual truth about Katyn, 
dominated the proceedings of the Congressional Committee in 1952 
which revealed censorship and control of the mass media. The State 
Deparunent instructed the Office of War Information (OWI) that evid¬ 
ence regarding the Katyn issue was inconclusive. Discussion and a definite 
view should be avoided as far as possible and German propaganda over 
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the Polish-Soviet split should be countered. In practice the Federal Com¬ 
munications Commission monitored Polish language radio broadcasts and 
prevented journalists from publicising the London Polish view through 
use of its Polish Telegraph Agency (PAT) reports. Two journalists who did 
so, Marian Kreutz (Detroit WJBK) and Kazimierz Soron (Buffalo WBNY), 
were suspended." 1 OWI head Elmer Davis and Alan Cranston, the head of 
its Foreign Languages Division, told the Congressional Committee in 1952 
that they received no direct orders from the White House or State Depart¬ 
ment to hush up Katyn. They genuinely believed that it was a German pro¬ 
paganda plot endangering the Allied war effort and, therefore, suppressed 
discussion on those grounds." Joseph B. Phillips, the State Department 
official in charge of the Voice of America (VOA), followed the same line 
as justifying neglect of the issue during the Second World War. 12 

After the evacuation of the Poles from the USSR to Persia the .Ameri¬ 
cans sent an intelligence officer of American Polish origins, Lieutenant 
Colonel Henry Szymanski, to act as liaison officer with Anders’ HQ. 11 He 
carried out his orders to investigate the Katyn question very thoroughly 
using all the Polish sources. His report, submitted in late April/May 1942, 
was backed up by that of the British liaison officer, Lieutenant Colonel 
Hulls, as well as by Czapski’s findings. 14 Szymanski sent the War Depart¬ 
ment authoritative information on NKVD treatment of the Polish PoWs 
and their interrogation and selection techniques as well as on the evacua¬ 
tion of the three camps in spring 1940. His conclusion that he agreed with 
all the Poles in Persia who were convinced of Soviet guilt earned him an 
official reprimand for the allegedly repetitive and anti-Soviet character of 
his reports. 15 Szymanski’s findings, had already been reported by Ambas¬ 
sador J. Drexel Biddle in an extensive report of 20 May 1943. This spelt 
out the extent of the evidence of Soviet guilt and the likely manner of 
their execution of the PoWs from the three camps. 16 

General George V. Strong, Head of US Army Intelligence, was kept well 
informed on the issue by the Eastern Europe Section head, Colonel Ivan 
Yeaton, whose bulging file also contained the relevant Polish Intelligence 
reports. Yeaton testified later that he agreed with Szymanski that the Rus¬ 
sians were responsible for Katyn. 17 John F. Carter, one of Roosevelt’s 
special investigators, was commissioned to examine this material and to 
report directly to the president. His conclusion that evidence of Soviet 
responsibility was strong enough to justify the London Polish demand for 
an independent inquiry was accepted privately by both Roosevelt and 
Under-Secretary of State Sumner Welles. This placed them in the 
quandary described by Carter: ‘The official reaction was that they didn’t 
want to believe it, and that if they had believed it they would have pre¬ 
tended not to.’ 18 

Roosevelt also received evidence about Katyn from other sources. His 
unofficial Special Envoy to the Balkans was based in Ankara as associate 
naval attache. George Howard Earle III (1890-1974) had previously been 













162 Western management of the truth 

the reforming ‘New Deal’ Democratic Governor of Pennsylvania from 
1935 to 1939 and a senatorial candidateHe was a lively personality and 
far from being a staid diplomat following the wishes of his superiors. Larle 
is reported to have told Hitler to his face that he did not like him The 
dossier he collected, including Bulgarian sources, pointed overwhelmingly 
towards Soviet responsibility. He was also one of the first to P'^ ^ y 
within the larger post-war Soviet scheme for contra! mg Poland and 
eliminating its hostile anti-Russian elites. Roosevelt rejected this viewpoint 
at their 22 May 1943 meeting. He characterised Katyn as entirely German 
propaganda and a German plot’ and ignored all Earle’s subsequent 
information on the subject * When Earle threatened to go public in the 
crucial period between the Yalta and Potsdam conferences Rooseveh 
wrote on 24 March 1945 categorically forbidding him to do so. He also 
had Earle transferred to Samoa after this, where he cou ° no / 
and kept him there until the war in the Pacific ended. Whether this was 
entirely*to do with Katyn or because of Earle’s previous secret soundings 
with the German ambassador in Turkey and the Reich secret semces for 
an early and negotiated end to the Second World War is unclear. In 1952 
Earle denounced the proSoviet mindset within the Roosevelt administra¬ 
tion and the president’s willingness to cover up almost any c nmecommi- 
tcd by the USSR in furtherance of his grand stiategy for winm g 
Second World War.-- 

Because of their timing the Szymanski, Carter and Earle episodes are 
now much more significant politically than the report hied by Lieutenant 
Colonel John Van Vliet immediately after his liberation from captivity a 
German PoW in Mav 1945. His visit to Katyn in April 1943 convinced him 
of Soviet guilt, but he refused to collaborate in any way with German pro¬ 
paganda during his internment. Flown back to the USA he was instructed 
by S General Clayton Bissell, the deputy-head of Army Intelligence, 
submit an official report, which he did in late May. This document was 
significant in the struggle for the historical truth about Katyn because Va 
VUet noted the basic facts at the exhumed burial pits in Apnl 1943. 
logical reasoning which led this West Point-educated professional officer, 
with no particular axe to grind, inexorably to an ovenvhelm.ng conclusion 
of Soviet guilt was also held to be powerfully convincing by the Gongies 

"Th^Ztmi^ though, was more concerned to investigate whether 
the document had been covered up by Roosevelt’s administration. BisseU 
gave Van Vliet a written order not to discuss the matter without sped 
War Department permission. The report was marked Top Secret. Bissell 
claimed that he sent it to Assistant Secretary of State;J U 1»“ ° 

May 1945, or, at least, he later ‘thought that he did. The State Depart 
ment claimed to have no record of it being received and Holmes asset ted 
that he could not remember ever having seen if The report was quite 
simply lost, and in limbo - sent, but not received! Despite heavy question 
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ing the committee could not break the stalemate on the actual travels of 
the report within the administration. It got a clearer statement from 
Bissell as to his motives for acting within Roosevelt’s presidential guide¬ 
lines as Commander-in-Chief concerning the need to commit the Soviet 
ally to the war againstJapan, Bissell confirmed that he did not need direct 
orders from his superiors to act against what were perceived as threats to 
this policy.* The Van Vliet report was, therefore, classified at the highest 
level to prevent it becoming public knowledge and, no doubt, pigeon¬ 
holed out of harm’s way. The committee found no evidence of conspiracy, 
let alone direct Soviet influence, despite much speculation about the role 
of Soviet spies and agents of influence within the administration like Alger 
Hiss. It concluded that the priority of maintaining good relations with the 
USSR led to the report becoming conveniently misplaced. 

The US Government, just prior to Nuremberg, was, therefore, in pos¬ 
session of the Szymanski, Earle, Carter and Van Vliet reports as well as of 
considerable Polish and British Intelligence material. In addition, it was 
kept fully informed by its own diplomatic embassy and military intelli¬ 
gence staff. The US ambassadors to Moscow, William H. Standley 
(1941-1943), and to the Polish Government-in-Exile, A.J. Drexel Biddle 
(1937-1943), specifically took up the cause of missing officers with the 
Soviet Government at various times during 1941-1942.* 7 They also 
reported on the growing Polish-Soviet disagreements in full. The Roo¬ 
sevelt administration and the State Department could not, therefore, 
plead ignorance about the purely historical rights and wrongs of Katyn. 
The Congressional Committee concluded correctly that a conscious and 
deliberate political choice had been made to withhold documentation 
confirming the inconvenient political truth about Katyn and to prevent 
American public opinion from being informed about the full facts. Its 
Final Report stated that the evidence at the disposal of the administration 
'provided a clear-cut picture of the tremendously important part the 
Katyn massacre played in shaping the future of post-war Europe’. Growing 
Polish-Soviet tensions and ‘the hopeless search for the Polish officers ... 
were brushed aside, on the theory that the search would irritate Soviet 
Russia and thus hinder the prosecution of the war to a successful conclu¬ 
sion’.'* A ‘strange psychosis’ led Roosevelt to sacrifice a loyal ally as well as 
moral and democratic principles through the fear that otherwise a far 
more powerful ally might, get miffed. The committee, therefore, rebuked 
various officials, notably Bissell and those in charge of the media, for sup¬ 
pressing public information and debate and producing a conspiracy of 
silence. 

In my view, the fear that the USSR might make a separate peace with 
Nazi Germany after Stalingrad was absurd. The reality was that Stalin 
wished to utilise his military victory to the full by occupying Eastern 
Europe and the eastern zone of Germany, as, in fact, he did. We shall 
never know whether the earlier publicising of one of his atrocities would 
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have affected his behaviour in any way. What is certain is that a more 
knowing public awareness in the democracies of the grisly realities of their 
Soviet ally might have affected their leaders’ willingness to bank every¬ 
thing on Stalin’s goodwill up until Yalta. The line practised by Truman 
and the British Prime Minister Clement Attlee became much more realis¬ 
tic and pragmatic after that. The Congressional Committee s hardline 

denunciation of Yalta as a sell out can now be read in a different way. p 
until 1990 progressives were most concerned to prevent the (-old War 
from getting out of control, especially after nuclear weapons became 
more frightful with the Hydrogen Bomb and new delivery systems. 

The tragic concessions at Yalta might not have taken place if the 
Polish officer corps had not been annihilated by the Soviets at Katyn. 
With proper leadership, the Polish Army could have relieved a great 
deal of the early reverses suffered by the Allies. The Kremlin s hand 
would not have been so strong at the Yalta conference, and many of 
the concessions made because of military necessity [could have been 
prevented] .* 

The historical outcome - the Sovietisation of Eastern Europer after 1945, 
the painful survival of communist rule in the region until 1989 and a dan 
gerous East-West systemic and security conflict - is now known. Could t is 
result have been prevented, or even modified, by an Allied policy in whic 
elites shared knowledge of the warn of the Stalinist system such as Katyn 
with their public opinions and electorates? The dominant answer until 
recently, which I challenge, was that it would have been too nsky because 
of the Western need to fight a cheap war in terms of lives at the cost o 
their Soviet ally which had no choice but to incur these enormous losses 
after the Nazi attack in 1941. I also argue that the problem fundamentally 
lay with the incapacity of public opinions, especially Anglo-Saxon ones, to 
stomach what was regarded as immoral realpohtik and the relaUv t> o 
morals and ideals. Elites were thus ‘forced to produce noble lies , 
delude themselves, for a greater good, as in the more generous interpreta¬ 
tions of Bush and Blair motivations over the Iraq War of 2003. 

As we have seen, the Truman administration was unhappy about the 
establishment of the Congressional Committee on Katyn although for 
electoral reasons, it could not afford to be seen to oppose it openly. The 
State Department would have opposed the subsequent resolutions empow¬ 
ering and funding its activities abroad, if it had been consulted But they 
were by no means uncontested as the House of Representatives votes on 
these resolutions were 206 to 115 and 233 to 114 in favour. State beheved 
that they raised difficult constitutional, political and propaganda issue.. 
This is the first time that an investigating body of a legislature has been 
attempted to conduct business in a foreign country on ^Uers affecung 
relations with third countries.’ The British embassy in Washington was 
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veiy happy to hear this and reported that the committee’s main purpose is 
‘to enable Congressmen to let off anti-communist steam'. It had become 
part of the Cold War’s ‘psychological warfare’ and of competition for the 
Polish vote; the Republicans were attempting to discredit Roosevelt’s 
‘undue softness’ towards Russia. 30 After the committee had visited 
London, the State Department and the FO congratulated themselves on 
having succeeded in ‘greatly reducing the scope of its activities’. The 
foreign-policy-making bureaucrats sagely nodded agreement at ‘the 
impropriety of a legislature of one country conducting operations in the 
capital of another’. 31 

The Katyn issue was, subsequently, treated differently on the public 
opinion and political elite levels. Katyn was commemorated regularly by 
the Polonia press which also recycled the available material and produced 
a growing corpus of reminiscences by survivors of different levels of the 
Second World War, especially Soviet, experience. The publication of 
Zawodny’s book in 1962 was a milestone marking the limits of what could 
be established as definitely known before 1990. Katyn became part of the 
right-wing Republican rollback of communism rhetoric associated with 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. The issue declined in salience there¬ 
after, although Republicans still used it to score points against their 
Democratic rivals over Roosevelt’s policy on Eastern Europe, for two main 
reasons. First, Soviet responsibility was never fully established in the public 
mind beyond all question, as it was not internationalised through a United 
Nations investigation and condemnation. Second, and more significantly, 
the search for detente and for managing the East-West conflict safely, espe¬ 
cially after the 1962 Cuba Crisis, gradually squeezed out what came to be 
regarded as ancient, but still provocative, controversies. Due to the efforts 
of Congressman Edward Derwinski (Illinois) the 25th anniversary of 
Katyn, implying Soviet guilt, was, however, commemorated in the form of 
a US postage stamp in 1965. 32 The campaign to erect a Katyn memorial in 
Britain was supported very strongly, especially financially, by the American 
Polonia in the early 1970s. Although there were no Katyn memorials in 
the USA the PAC contributed ‘to the London Memorial rather than erect¬ 
ing one of their own’. 33 

Katyn resurfaced as an issue in America, illustrating the totalitarian 
nature of communism, with the rise of Polish dissidence and Solidarity in 
the late 1970s. On the other hand it has been demonstrated that the 
Polish lobby was weak and divided, easily misled and manipulated for 
domestic political and electoral purposes and that it had little influence 
on American foreign policy. 34 There was limited reaction, except in US 
Polonia circles, to the British Katyn Memorial controversy of the earlier 
part of the decade and to FitzGibbon’s associated publications. 3 ’ This was 
because the post-Vietnam backlash and Watergate discredited the Nixon 
brand of Republicanism and allowed Jimmy Carter to develop Great 
Power co-existence and detente to a fuller extent. Carter’s replacement by 
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Reagan and the emergence of Solidarity in 1980 re-ignited the ideological- 
systemic conflict both between East and West and domestically, within 
Left and Right. Progressives and Democrats were, as in the late 1940s/ 
early 1950s, again put on the defensive. Oppositionist critiques and revela¬ 
tions concerning Stalinism could be seen as a movement to reform social¬ 
ism within Poland. The issue of how they should be reported once again 
caught American officialdom by surprise. Robert Dole, the Republican 
Senator from Kansas, for example, criticised the VOA for failing to report 
a dissident writer’s (Andrzej Braun) raising of Katyn at the Polish Writers' 
Congress in May 1978. % The founding of the Katyn Institute and the 
crusade for the truth about Katyn within the PRL will be discussed later. 
Here, one should note that the American mass media had no inhibitions 
about equating the crimes of Stalinism with all socialist systems and ideas 
during Reagan’s presidency. 

With the fall of communism, politicians and Polonia organisations felt 
unconstrained in reporting the vast flow of revelations concerning Katyn 
emanating out of the now democratic Poland and post-communist 
Russia. 37 Once the main Senate and House resolutions had been passed it 
was difficult to maintain interest in anniversary commemorations and the 
like. Congressman Paul E. Kanjorski (Democrat/Pennsylvania) marked 
the 60th anniversary of Radio Berlin’s announcement of the Katyn mas¬ 
sacre by recapitulating the findings of the 1952 Select Committee. He had 
arranged through the Library of Congress for the seven-volume record of 
its proceedings to be presented to the Polish ambassador in Washington. 88 
The Senate passed a major resolution (no. 118) to mark the 60th anniver¬ 
sary on 25 May 2000 which recapitulated the full truth about the 1940 
massacre. 39 Later activity, typified by House Democratic Caucus chairman 
Robert Menendez (New Jersey), publicised PAC Katyn Forest Memorial 
services and linked Katyn commemoration to tributes to the victims of the 
9/11 terrorist attacks. 40 

New massacres in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia competed for 
public attention along with revelations concerning half forgotten or 
neglected ones such as of Jews in Jedwabne in 1941 and of Poles in Volhy- 
nia in 1943-1944. None of them could compete against the continuing 
strength of the Holocaust debate while the post-1980 explosion of 
concern for human rights in Western democracies produced new frame¬ 
works for the study and interpretation of genocide and crimes against 
humanity. Unlike Britain, however, the Katyn issue has not, since the early 
1950s, caused elite embarrassment or major recrimination in the USA. 

Britain - defending the indefensible 

The Katyn issue raised much more fundamental problems for the British 
Government and Foreign Office than for the Americans. Poland was 
Britain’s ally right from the outbreak of the Second World War. The 
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Government-in-Exile was based in the United Kingdom, after May 1940, 
while its forces operated under general British command. Churchill acted 
as the spokesman, and Britain as the intermediary, for the Polish cause, in 
different ways, in relation to both their American and Soviet Allies after 
1941. The search for the truth about Katyn, crystallised a number of fun¬ 
damental disputes concerning Poland’s post-war borders and political 
control of the country as well as the wartime definition and treatment of 
Poles within the USSR. It faced the British with the need to choose 
between the interests of their major Soviet and minor Polish Allies as a 
London Polish-Soviet alliance could not be mediated. 

In the longer term, Katyn revealed starkly the clash between realpolitik 
and the principles of international morality and justice promised by the 
Western Allies as part of their envisaged post-war settlement. The Foreign 
Office was kept fully informed of the true facts of the Soviet 1939 invasion 
and subsequent deportations in Poland’s eastern territories by its ambas¬ 
sador to the London Government-in-Exile, Owen O’Malley. 41 Frank 
Roberts noted the ‘formidable obstacles in the way of Polish-Soviet 
reconciliation’ and that the 1941 Polish-Soviet agreement was ‘little short 
of a miracle’. His FO colleague Douglas Allen concluded, rather oddly, 
that the Poles would have to defer to Russia in the east ‘if they wish to 
retain their national identity and independence’. 42 

The hard documentary evidence about the debate within the British 
elite concerning the handling of the Katyn issue was largely revealed on 
two occasions. Much of the material became available in the Public 
Record Office, under the Thirty Years’ Rule, in the early to mid-1970s. 
The debate at that time was fuelled by FitzGibbon’s publications and by 
the Katyn memorial dispute. After the fall of communism some additional 
British intelligence and cabinet material became available, although 
knowledge of the new Russian sources and the Polish debate remained 
surprisingly limited. The FCO mounted major apologias defending the 
official 1943—1990 British line, notably in 1996 and 2003. It became easier 
to accommodate Katyn within the Blair Government’s rhetorical preten¬ 
sions to an ethical foreign policy. Public opinion became sensitised to 
human rights and crimes against humanity as a result of atrocities in post- 
Yugoslavia, Africa and the Middle East. 

The immediate and primary British reaction to Goebbels’ revelation of 
the Katyn graves in April 1943 was the understandable wish to deny the 
Nazi enemy any political or propaganda benefit from the issue. Given the 
extent of German atrocities against the Poles the British had no reason for 
doubting that the Nazis were capable of murdering large numbers of 
Polish officers, particularly under the savage conditions of the Eastern 
Front. It took far longer for the British, under Polish pressure, to consider 
that the Germans might be innocent in this particular instance, and that 
the Soviets might be responsible. Even then, there were confused and 
divided reactions over how to handle the London Polish-Soviet split and 
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much residual self-delusion that the rift might be healed. The overwhelm¬ 
ing consideration was that nothing should be done to annoy the Soviet 
ally or to take the slightest risk of endangering the Red Army s contubu- 

tion to the Allied war effort. 

We now know the long-term outcomes and costs of this ove. g. 
understandable, Western priority. The war against Germany was wo 
L cost of the lives of relatively few British and American soldiers com- 
pared^ to the Soviet losses. Perhaps, it was inevitable, that America and 
Britain should concede Stalin his ill-gotten territorial gains denved fiom 
the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and the 1939-1941 P™ d of c ° a " tl “ 

the delaying of the Second Front and the absence of military offensives 

establishing a Western military presence in Central Eu ££; oTalmost 
Balkans were paid for by the East European peoples in the form of almost 
half a century' of Soviet communist control. The ‘cheap lives option i 
«« may hi been inevitable for .he hard-preyed demoerae.es, espe¬ 
cially le British who, additionally, struggled to defend their Impena 
commitment in Africa and the Middle East. Roosevelt's terrnonal and 
frontier concessions over Poland at Teheran and Yalta also ab ”' v ' 
from later revisionist charges of hardline responsibility for the Gold War. 

On the other hand, Western failure to tie Stalin down over the political 
huure of Astern Europe during his period of militaryweakness mean 
that Roosevelt had no cards left to play at the 

apart from a simple-minded banking on Stalin s goodwill. Realist theons 
ing in international relations suggests that a critical awarenes of theme 
motives of the Stalinist partner would have come sooner if the Wesunn 
elites had come to terms with such Soviet brute realiues as the 1940 mas 
sacre. Certainly, there was no need to encourage We * tern «P in ^ 

to love ‘Uncle Joe’ and Soviet Russia as against appreciating the Re 
Army’s contribution. Earlier and stronger Western pressure on Stalin 
would conceivably, have resulted in a smaller sphere of Soviet control, a 
longer time scale for its full blooded imposition or just possibly,_ anc1 ^ 
a paradox of realist theory, a more benign or mixed, possibly Finland... , 

form in some countries. i . 

The British Foreign Office made available on the wo ,dd wide web^ 

2003 the previously unpublished internal memoian um y ioko 44 

Butler the historical adviser to the Secretary of State from 19b3 to 1982 
He was charged in 1972 with the brief of bringing together and assessi g 
“l the intimation which successive British Governments had received 
si nce 1943 regarding Katyn.- Dennis MacShane, the Labour Minister for 
Europe! whose father like mine, was a Pole of Second World War vintage, 


Western management of the truth 169 

noted correctly in his foreword that it ‘gives an accurate account of what 
the British Government knew about Katyn, and why they maintained the 
public line about the massacre throughout the Cold War’, Butler’s 
defence of the official British line, that the evidence was not sufficiently 
conclusive to justify the condemnation of the USSR, is, however, chal¬ 
lenged by my study, as is his confirmation of the status quo in 1973. Mac¬ 
Shane conceded that the failure to revise the standpoint angered those 
who wanted ‘to see justice done’. His second major consideration pointed 
up the issue’s contemporary relevance in the light of the Blair administra¬ 
tion’s commitment to open government. ‘This is more than a historical 
compilation. It raises the issue of how ministers and officials handle public 
discussions about crimes and allegations of crimes against humanity.’ 

Butler sets out the basis of the wartime documentation on Katyn in his 
first section where he notes the 1943-1947 German, International Com¬ 
mission, Polish Red Cross, Burdenko and Skarzynski Reports as well as the 
London Polish compilations discussed in the previous chapter. He dis¬ 
cusses their merit and the British wartime reactions in the light of the syn¬ 
theses provided by Owen O’Malley’s two main reports. Professor B.H. 
Sumner’s assessment of Burdenko, Dennis Allen’s proposed reply to an 
October 1945 parliamentary question and F.B. Bourdillon’s April 1946 
memorandum. Butler notes the two most salient political repercussions of 
the 1943 Katyn revelations rather coyly. He judges the propaganda coup 
for the Germans less important than the complications which Katyn raised 
for Anglo-Soviet relations. 

Sir Archibald Clark Kerr, the British ambassador in Moscow, discussed 
the British dilemma. He warned of a ‘pretty savage’ Soviet reaction, the 
exacerbation of Polish-Russian tension and the probable rupture of rela¬ 
tions. Kerr confirmed that Soviet ‘anger and unconvincing terms of 
Russian denial suggest a sense of guilt’ while ‘in a horrible way’ the 
German version seemed to be confirmed by the evidence provided by the 
Poles.'"’ Kerr went to the heart of the problem in this despatch. Katyn was 
‘disturbing for it is uncomfortable to reflect upon the consequences of an 
enquiry which might show that guilt was there. I feel, therefore, that to 
pursue the proposal made to the International Red Cross might be to 
court something little short of disaster.’ Butler claims that this was the 
only comment made by Kerr on Katyn and that the Moscow embassy failed 
to present any subsequent assessment of the Katyn documentation. ‘This 
considerable omission was noticed in the Foreign Office at the time, but it 
was judged prudent not to ask that it be filled.’ 4 ' This is by no means true. 
It seems to have been largely designed to cover up the ambassador’s 
embarrassing, although honourable, suggestions that the Poles should be 
informed in good time that the loss of their eastern territories was 
inevitable. The official British line was, therefore, to condemn the cynical 
hypocrisy of the Nazis for attempting to use the atrocity to disturb Allied 
unity. Anthony Eden did so in the House of Commons on 4 May 1943. 4H 
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The official and public policy was to use the inconsistencies and gaps in 
the Katyn evidence to justify a policy of non-attribution of gui t. e 
London Poles were worked on, at the same time, to desist from seeking 

satisfaction on the issue, for the greater good of Allied unity. 

It is revealing that Butler restricts himself very strictly to examining the 
internal FO debate and neglects the wider policy framework set by 
Churchill, Eden and the Cabinet. Key aspects such as Churchills 
exchanges with Sikorski, when the latter confronted him at their lun¬ 
cheon, with Raczynski present, on 15 April 1943 with ‘a wealth of evid¬ 
ence’ regarding the massacred PoWs, therefore, do not appear in his later 
public account. Churchill’s alleged advice to the London Poles was to 
make the best of a bad, although not quite hopeless, situation. Churchill s 
later claim to have told Sikorski that ‘if they are dead nothing that you can 
do will bring them back’ is, probably, not stricdy true. 4 " At their 15 Apri 
meeting Churchill observed that the Katyn announcement was an 
obvious German move to sow discord between the Allies’. The facts were 
‘pretty grim’ but the priority was to avoid ‘unnecessary provocauon ot the 
USSR The Allies would talk to Stalin about Poland’s frontiers once their 
military situation improved. Sikorski, who was being attacked by his fellow 
Poles in London and the Middle East for being too conciliatory, replied 
that the matter was ‘extremely urgent and the present situation could not 
be allowed to continue for long’. 5 " Churchill, however, on 23 April 
approved the Soviet ambassador in London, Maisky’s, condemnation oj 
the Poles as ‘a foolish race who had always mismanaged their affairs . 
Their ‘feckless government’ could not understand the folly of a nation ot 
20 million provoking one of 200 million. Churchill concurred by conced¬ 
ing that the Poles’ invitadon to the Red Cross was ‘grotesque and 
‘absolutely unacceptable to HMG’. He went on to say that gnm things 
happened in war and that the affair of the missing officers was indeed 
grim. ‘But if they were dead they could not be resurrected to life. Was 
this, one wonders, the real source of his later claim to have used the same 
phrase to Sikorski, presumably on 15 April, which finds no confirmation 
in the Polish primary sources? 

Behind the scenes, however, a major debate had rumbled on within the 
FO about the truth and guilt of Katyn sparked off by Ambassador O Mal¬ 
ley’s first despatch of 24 May 1943. This, perhaps the single most import¬ 
ant document in the Katyn controversy, was released into the public 
domain onlv in 1972. 52 O’Malley arrived at a verdict of almost certain 
Soviet guilt by rejecting the unreliable witness evidence, as he was to do in 
his second report of 11 February 1944. He focussed on the arguments pre¬ 
sented by the London Poles that the consistent Soviet failure to give any 
satisfactory reply to their barrage of enquiries during 1941-1943 concern¬ 
ing the missing 15000 PoWs (including the 9000 officers) pointed to 
Soviet guilt, not incompetence. O’Malley went on, in the first 13 para¬ 
graphs of his despatch, to rehearse the arguments about the winter cloth¬ 
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ing of the uncovered corpses and the evidence found on them, the ending 
of PoW correspondence in April 1940, the impartial conclusions of the 
International and PRC Commissions, the total absence of any trace of the 
Poles in German camps or occupied areas and the holes in the pre- 
Burdenko Soviet cover story. O’Malley concluded that, despite the confu¬ 
sion about the number of victims buried at Katyn, whether the Poles were 
massacred in one, two or three places and whether some were sent on to 
Siberia, ‘the cumulative effect’ of the evidence undermined Soviet protes¬ 
tations of innocence. 

Dennis Allen commented on the front of the document that this was ‘a 
brilliant, unorthodox and disquieting despatch’. He commended the 
useful and skilfully assembled ‘examination of the evidence’ in the first 
section. This supported the conclusion that ‘a strong presumption 
exists that the Russians were responsible’. In common with most other 
middle-level FO bureaucrats he faulted O’Malley’s ‘sometimes partial and 
obviously defective’ reconstruction of the Katyn massacre in the five- 
paragraph-long middle section. Here O’Malley stressed the significance of 
climatic factors and ‘the presumptive evidence of Russian guilt’ provided 
by the little conifers covering the grave. The latter appeared to have been 
planted well before the German occupation of the Smolensk region in 
1941. The Soviet behaviour over this ‘burning question’ for the Poles was 
characterised by Frank Roberts, head of the FO Central Department, in 
May 1943 ‘as to say the least very odd and disingenuous’. 53 

O’Malley explained the political reasons for the massacre as lying in the 
Soviets’ continual struggle with a national and class Polish enemy from the 
Polish-Soviet war of 1920 right up to their annexation of Poland’s eastern 
territories in 1939. Perhaps it was a particularly Irish love of horse breed¬ 
ing which led him to use excessively colourful language about Stalin’s wish 
to rid himself of a dangerous breeding elite. Phrases about stallions siring 
‘a whole herd of hostile Christian thoroughbreds’ and Stalin sending ‘all 
this turbulent bloodstock to the knackers’ provoked middle-class English 
objections, and raised hackles, even in 1943. This ‘final ghoulish vision’ 
and the middle section was dismissed by Allen as designed ‘to arouse anti- 
Soviet passions and prejudices in the reader’s mind’. 

If Allen and his FO ilk were put off by such vivid metaphors, they were 
infinitely more perturbed by O’Malley’s six-paragraph-long conclusion 
about the importance of morality in international and domestic politics. 
He conceded the reasons, such as the need to maintain Allied unity and 
the Soviet war effort, which led to a ‘dislocation between our public atti¬ 
tude and our private feelings’ that was, probably, ‘deliberate and 
inevitable’. 54 He warned that double standards and lying caused confusion 
and undermined faith in democratic principles as foreign policy was now 
less of a wholly elite affair than previously. There were ‘valid reasons’ for 
behaving externally as though ‘a monstrous crime’ had not been commit¬ 
ted by a friendly foreign government. O’Malley recommended, however, 
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that for the moment sentiments of truth, justice and compassion should 
be kept ‘within our own hearts and minds where we are masters’. They 
should be kept alive as guidance for current questions of dispute in Russo- 
Polish relations and for an end-of-war settlement that would ‘vindicate the 
spirit of those brave, unlucky men’ who had perished at Katyn. 

Allen commented that the above proposal that the British should 
follow the London Polish example of ‘allowing our heads to be governed 
by our hearts’ was ‘a devious argument’. However, although he rejected 
O’Malley’s prescriptions his precis is worth citing in full as it represents 
the contemporary case against the FO line: 

he [O’Malley] recommends, while recognising the present necessity 
of avoiding public accusations of our Russian allies, that we should at 
least redress the balance in our own minds and in all our future deal¬ 
ings with the Soviet Government refuse to forget the Soviet cnme of 
Katyn. Our future dealings with the Russians should in fact be gov¬ 
erned by the moral necessity of ‘vindicating ... and justifying the 
living to the dead’. 

Exacdy! Allen could not have foreseen that what were apparently moral 
arguments in 1943 turned into realist ones when the true face of Soviet 
Stalinism became clearer after 1947. 

The other FO annotations on the despatch record that Frank Roberts 
considered the presumption of Soviet guilt to be ‘a very awkward matter , 
particularly as the Allies intended to prosecute war criminals at the war’s 
end He proposed drat onlv the factual first section, and even that with some 
omissions, should be circulated to the War Cabinet; the remainder was calcu¬ 
lated to work up ‘the maximum prejudice against the Soviet Union . William 
Strang, however, considered it a powerful piece of work which deserved to 
be read. He therefore proposed that the whole document be circulated to 
King and War Cabinet. The resultant debate according to Buder produced 
an elite consensus based on what the FO Permanent Under-Secretary Sir 
Alexander Cadogan called ‘a presumption of Soviet guilt’. 56 

The above conclusion was endorsed at the top by Churchill and 
Foreign Minister .Anthony Eden, but mainly on the basis of O’Malley’s 
February 1944 second report. Whether this was really so, in their own 
minds, however, has been confused by all their subsequent caveats 
designed to prevent them from having to acknowledge this conclusion 
openly in public. Churchill set the gnomic and economic tone for their 
exchanges - ‘This is not one of those matters where absolute certainty is 
either urgent or indispensable.’ 5 * Eden, while seeming to endorse O'Mal¬ 
ley’s conclusion, was quick to qualify it with the prevailing FO observation 
that ‘the evidence is conflicting and whatever we may suspect, we shall 
probably never know’. 57 The key factor was that Churchill and Eden did 
not raise the Katyn issue a year later at Yalta. Their basic assumption was 
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that Stalin was a genuine long-term ally who should not be offended. 
Churchill had confirmed that the Soviets should be supported publicly 
over the Katyn revelations and that the Poles should be whipped into line 
for the greater good of the Allied war effort. ‘This is the only line of safety 
for the Poles and indeed for us ... there is no use prawling morbidly 
round the three year old graves of Smolensk.’ 58 The phrase which 1 have ital¬ 
icised demonstrates that Churchill, unlike Eden, had no personal doubts 
as to Soviet guilt for the massacre. The consequences of this policy were 
that uncomfortable topics like Katyn, which could have been used as tacti¬ 
cal bargaining ploys in the dialogue with the Soviets, were kept firmly 
under wraps. Together with Roosevelt, the Anglo-Saxons rushed at 
Teheran to agree on Poland’s new eastern frontier, closely following the 
Curzon line. 59 Admittedly, Churchill stressed to Stalin in a private conver¬ 
sation why Britain felt so strongly about Poland. His emotional appeal, 
based on history and culture, left the Soviet dictator unmoved. Although it 
was established that her wartime frontiers could be agreed between the 
Allies the ambiguity between Soviet and Western conceptions of the char¬ 
acter of post-war Poland, and who would control it, was never really 
broached. 60 All that one can say is that, although Churchill had a better 
understanding of the character of the Soviet dictator, he deferred to 
Roosevelt’s softly, softly strategy in his exchanges with Stalin at Yalta. 61 
History is full of paradoxes. One of them is that the inter-war bull in a 
china shop Churchill facing up to Stalin directly might have achieved 
better results! That Churchill was perfectly capable of applying realpolitik 
when it suited him is borne out by his earlier ‘spheres of influence’ 
agreement with Stalin in Moscow in October 1944.® 

All this explains Churchill’s laconic, resigned and mournful reaction to 
O’Malley’s reports. He ensured that what he described, on 27 June 1943, 
as this ‘lamentable tale’ (the first report) was circulated to King and War 
Cabinet while the second report also went to Roosevelt and Dominion 
Governor Generals, High Commissioners and Prime Ministers. 68 He had 
noted after his return from Teheran, on 30 January 1944, that ‘I think that 
Sir Owen O’Malley should be asked very secretly to express his opinion on 
the Katyn Wood inquiry’, in other words on Burdenko. Churchill’s per¬ 
sonal conclusions on probable Soviet guilt already seemed to have firmed 
up. This was indicated by his inquiry ‘how does the length of time the 
birch trees had grown over the grave fit in with this new tale?’ 64 He also 
laid down the dual line between the public and private dimensions of 
Katyn as far as British policymakers were concerned. ‘All this is merely to 
ascertain the facts, because we should none of us ever speak a word about 
it.’ 65 His central reflection endorsed and paraphrased O’Malley’s conclu¬ 
sion to his second report of 11 February 1944: 

Let us think of these things always and speak of them never. To speak 

of them never is the advice which I have been giving to the Polish 
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Government, but it has been unnecessary. They have received the 

Russian report in silence. Affliction and residence in this country 

seem to be teaching them how much better it is in political life to 

leave unsaid those things about which one feels most passionately. 1 ' 1 ’ 

As well as having O’Malley’s iwo reports Churchill was also sent a thor¬ 
ough, and largely correct, ten-page-long examination of the Polish soiuce 
material and the diplomatic course of events by Professor Douglas Savory 
on 17 February 1944. Savory concluded that ‘the Polish Government was 
fullyjuslified in demanding that an impartial inquiry be held and the facts 
be verified by an international body’. 1 ” In addition Churchill also had the 
Burdenko Report in translation and the FO analysis at his disposal. 118 He 
was, therefore, as well informed as any outsider could be at the time. He 
also took some weeks in early 1944 to digest the material and mull over his 
conclusions. Nobody can, therefore, claim that his decision to subordinate 
the Katyn issue completely to the Grand Strategy for winning the War was 
hastily taken or ill informed. One would, perhaps, need a fuller analysis of 
his relations with Roosevelt to understand this question. If he had any 
inner qualms or reservations, he certainly never revealed them, except 
very marginally with the Polish leaders in London. Churchill was positively 
misleading about Katyn in his post-war memoirs in order to defend the 
open verdict line in public. He writes that everyone is ‘entitled to form his 
own opinion’ on the basis of a vast literature such as the memoirs by 
Anders and Mikolajczyk.*’ 9 

It was easier for Churchill than for his foreign minister to affect 
Olympian detachment. Eden was continually and directly affected by the 
FO’s defensive and typically British liberal squirming to maintain balance 
and a veneer of principle when faced by the most brutal facts of realpolitik 
in international politics. Psychologically, like many of his FO officials, he 
also succumbed to feelings of sublimated guilt which manifested them¬ 
selves as irritation with the London Poles. As victims of history they found 
themselves being blamed for all sorts of sins before they passed horn the 
historical stage. Eden considered O’Malley’s report to be ‘pretty explosive 
and in some respects prejudiced’.'" O’Malley himself was disappointed 
that his second report had not been printed. He expressed his profound 
disagreement with the suspension of judgement line and the Research 
Department conclusion, on which it was ostensibly based, that the tiuth 
will never come to light’.' 1 

It is clear from the Butler Memorandum that the FO used two promi¬ 
nent medical authorities, Lord Adrian and Sir Bernard Spilsbury, to 
weaken the forensic findings of the International Commission as to the 
date of the Katyn shootings. The FO undermined Dr Orsos’ categoric view 
of the issue with the totally irrelevant claim that he was anti-Semitic and 
suggested that he had masterminded the International Commission 
report ’in a sense agreeable to the Germans’. 72 The FO, therefore, 
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inclined to the view endorsed by O’Malley and Sir Bernard Spilsbury that 
the strictly medical evidence should be regarded as inconclusive. 

The main FO examination of the Burdenko Commission was a 
Research Department memorandum of 17 February 1944 produced by 
Professor H.B. Sumner, a well-known academic scholar on Russia.” 
Sumner accepted Burdenko’s claims as to the amount of time which his 
experts allegedly spent over the exhumations at Katyn. He noted that the 
Commission added nothing new in terms of explaining the Soviet failure 
to produce the missing Polish officers after 1941 or over the cessation of 
camp correspondence in April 1940. On the other hand he considered, 
rather convolutedly, that the nine new documents allegedly found on the 
bodies argued in favour of the Soviets; they obviously would have included 
material later than 20 June 1941 in order to incriminate the Germans if 
they had been forging documentation! Sumner’s verdict on Burdenko was 
that it made out ‘a good, though not conclusive, case for the perpetration 
of the massacre by the Germans’. 

The FO officials were divided in their responses to this conclusion.' 4 
Cadogan objected strongly to calling Burdenko’s Commission ‘a strong 
one’ while Allen endorsed Sumner as ‘a good paper’. Roberts considered 
that ‘this useful paper fastens on the weaknesses in the German case, which 
indeed have always been apparent, but it does not to my mind dispose of 
the weaknesses in the Russian case’. Oliver Harvey considered that Sumner 
provided ‘an objective analysis of the Soviet case’, which was stronger than 
first thought. To the FO mind it provided balance to O’Malley’s excessive 
anti-Sovietism and one-sided endorsement of the Poles who had allegedly 
plumped ‘headlong for the German case’. Sir William Malkin, the FO 
Legal Adviser, latched on to the centrality of the nine additional docu¬ 
ments found by the Soviets. ‘We are unlikely ever to know the truth about 
this’, he wrote. His conclusion that ‘it should, at any rate, justify a suspen¬ 
sion of judgement on our part’ proved authoritative. It was endorsed by 
Cadogan and Eden in the covering note to the Sumner Memorandum cir¬ 
culated to King and War Cabinet. ‘The truth may never come to light. But 
meanwhile the evidence at present available would seem to require a sus¬ 
pension of judgement in regard to the whole affair.’ 75 This, according to 
Butler, ‘represented the considered view of the Foreign Office’, that judge¬ 
ment on Katyn should be avoided. 7 *’ This line was maintained subsequently 
despite being weakened by an appreciation of the Harriman-Melby delega¬ 
tion’s failure to authenticate the nine documents. It was not strengthened 
by excessive FO attention to flimsy reports concerning Nazi fabrication 
facilities at Sachsenhausen and the preparation of Polish bodies for 
sending to Katyn. 77 The FO also lent a ready ear to rumours that Poles in 
Upper Silesia considered the Germans, not the Soviets, responsible for 
Katyn. By the time of discussion of the Butler Memorandum, the best- 
placed FO official concluded that the Burdenko Report was ‘simply incred¬ 
ible’ and a ‘pretty shoddy and inept production’. Tonkin dissected the 
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nine documents claimed to have been found by Burdenko’s team in 1944. 
He concluded that seven were false or doctored while the remaining two 
were presented out of context. 78 

The initial British reaction to the raising of the Katyn issue at Nurem¬ 
berg was that it would be ‘difficult and inappropriate’ for HMG to take 
the initiative in the matter. Hector McNeill, the Parliamentary Under¬ 
secretary for Foreign Affairs, confirmed this standpoint in the House ol 
Commons on 10 October 1945 - ‘as the victims were ol Polish nationality 
and the site of the crime is on Soviet soil’.' 9 Lord Chancellor Jowitt did 
likewise. He stated that ‘the perpetrators had not been discovered’, in a 
written Lords reply, on 19 December 1945, to a question by Lord Mans¬ 
field. 80 The internal Foreign Office debate centred on Dennis Allen s 
paper of 25 October 1945; this summarised the earlier debate in prepara¬ 
tion for an adjournment debate to be initiated by Major Guy Lloyd MP, 
which did not, in fact, take place 8 ’ Allen recommended that the passive 
suspension of judgement line be continued although ‘the Russians have 
produced prima facie evidence in support of their case’. Dean, however, 
wanted as little as possible of the Katyn evidence, from both sides, to be 
mooted at Nuremberg. Thomas Brimelow, the later ambassador to 
Warsaw, then in the Northern Department, agreed with Allen but suc¬ 
ceeded in muddying the waters in one significant respect. He argued that 
Burdenko might indicate that some, although not all, ol the Poles were 
killed at Katyn after March 1940. ‘The Soviet investigations inculpate the 
Germans without entirely exculpating the Soviet authorities.’ The 
Solomonic judgement that, perhaps, both totalitarian powers were 
responsible in some measure reinforced the FO preference for suspend¬ 
ing judgement. Public statements remained problematic. For Brimelow - 
‘we cannot do more than say that there is a prima facie case against the 
Germans. We may feel that there is also a prima facie case against the Rus¬ 
sians, but we cannot say so.’ 82 

The British legal team at Nuremberg were, consequently, instructed to 
leave the preparation of the Katyn case ‘severely to the Russians’. Sir 
Hartley Shawcross attempted to persuade the Russians against including 
Katyn in the Nuremberg indictment and was concerned by the problems 
that would arise if evidence were called. 84 The FO line was, however, 
attacked, both from within and from outside. Sir Reader Bullard, die 
ambassador at Teheran, reported on 15 February 1946 his personal belief, 
based on consultations with the Poles in Persia, that the Soviets were 
responsible for Katyn. He considered that ‘it would be unfortunate if the 
Russians managed to fob it off on the Germans before a court in which 
the British share is so important’. 85 The internal FO reaction was that 
Bullard contributed nothing new. A whole horde of officials confirmed in 
their annotations that it was essential not to ‘blow’ the Soviet case in 
public (J. Galsworthy/Northcrn Department); any acceptance of the 
German case over Katyn would be ‘calamitous’ (Frank Roberts). While 
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holding aloof from the issue, it was politically desirable to appear to 
support the Soviet case in British dealings with them (Patrick Dean). 

The London Poles also mobilised in order to get their evidence pre¬ 
sented at Nuremberg. Count Raczynski handed over the London Polish 
‘Facts and Documents’ file on the missing PoWs to the FO on 4 March 
1948. 88 Hankey (Warsaw embassy) commented on this file that he wished 
that the Russians would drop the Katyn issue as ‘the whole thing stinks. 
But we can’t butt in.’ He also sent the FO the Skarzynski Report of the 
Technical Commission of the Polish Red Cross which had visited Katyn. 87 
This was summarised and commented upon by F. Bourdillon who con¬ 
firmed that the Polish commission accepted ‘irrefutable evidence of direct 
Soviet responsibility for the Katyn massacre’. 88 Their account followed the 
German version and was corroborated by local witnesses, the exhumations 
and evidence concerning the cessation of correspondence and the docu¬ 
mentation found on the corpses. Bourdillon, however, was not convinced 
by the German Report or the treatment of the visiting delegations to 
Katyn. For him, the Germans ‘had something serious to hide’ and were 
solely interested in Katyn’s publicity value. 

The contemporary FO reports on the Nuremberg proceedings and the 
questioning of the three Soviet and three German witnesses discussed in 
the previous chapter now read extremely oddly. 89 Perhaps, the sense of 
justified historical retribution for Nazi war crimes overwhelmed their crit¬ 
ical faculties. They failed to notice and to draw the appropriate conclu¬ 
sions from Bazilevskii and Markov reading out prepared statements 
undeviatingly, as in a Moscow show trial. In general, the British legal team 
accepted the Soviet case unqucstioningly, while their generalisations pro¬ 
vided much useful ammunition for future supporters of the FO line of sus¬ 
pending judgement and freezing responsibility for Katyn, The Soviet case 
was reported as having emerged ‘much enhanced’ and ‘although not of 
course conclusive the evidence emerged strongly in favour of the Soviet 
case and the German report was largely discredited and their evidence 
unimpressive’. 911 Hankey was left to tell Gount Raczynski that the British 
lawyers at Nuremberg had ‘been impressed by the weight of evidence pro¬ 
duced by the Russians to show that it had in fact been done by the 
Germans and that the Russians had very much the best part of the argu¬ 
ment’. 91 If this was so, it is not corroborated by the subsequent recollec¬ 
tions of participants. 92 Butler also fails to reconcile the 1946 FO and legal 
view with the Soviet failure to have Katyn ascribed to the Germans in the 
Nuremberg Tribunal’s final judgement. He quotes Chief Justice Jackson’s 
view to the Congressional Committee that neither the German nor the 
Soviet sides were happy with their performance over Katyn at Nuremberg. 
Churchill’s charge that the Soviets did not grasp the opportunity to clear 
themselves by fastening the guilt conclusively upon the Nazis seems typ¬ 
ically disingenuous. 93 The FO at the time, and Butler subsequently, also 
dismissed the strictures of the Oxford academic G. Hudson on the Soviet 
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legal performance at Nuremberg. 84 The pertinent points made by another 
academic, writing for the Royal Institute of International Affairs, that all 
the crucial Polish Govemment-in-Exile evidence had been ignored while 
Rudenko had twice shifted his tesdmony at Nuremberg, were also 

shrugged off. 85 . . . , 

The FO assumed an incredibly superior and patronising attitude 

towards the 1952 US Congressional Committee. Even with the onset of the 
Cold War, Bevin refused requests in 1950 by the Scottish-Polish Society 
and General Anders for an International Commission to investigate 
Katyn 96 The stock FO objections were twofold. First, such a commission 
would not get very far without Soviet collaboration, which it was bound 
not to get. Second, ‘as a propaganda stunt Katyn is too closely identified 
with Dr Goebbels’; the ‘only advantage to be gained from reopening 
this issue would be propaganda material for use against Russia . Ihe 
Washington Embassy was convinced that, although the Russians were the 
culprits, they had very successfully outmanoeuvred the Poles. It reported 
that the Congressional Committee had been established for domestic 
political reasons and that it was not taken seriously by the State Depart¬ 
ment 98 The FO derided the sensationalist appearance of a hooded John 
Doe figure, who claimed to have witnessed the Katyn shootings on a totally 
impossible date. It was more convinced by the contributions of Skarzynski, 
Olshanskii and Justice Jackson. Eden and the British Cabinet also rejected 
on 9 April 1952, the committee’s request that it be allowed to hold forma 
hearings in the UK and that HMG should release the relevant secret docu¬ 
ments 99 The committee’s Interim Report was pooh-poohed by a Northern 
Department official as totally predictable and based on inconclusive and 
contradictory evidence. He considered, nevertheless, that Soviet guilt 
seemed increasingly probable although his immediate superior restated 
the FO line that the circumstandal evidence of Soviet culpability was 
strong, although not conclusive.™ Nobody responded to the single official 
whose annotation, that 100000 surviving relatives of victims of the mas¬ 
sacre deserved an answer, raised the moral and human dimension. The 
demand, in a motion signed by 120 MPs led by Professor Sir Douglas 
Savory, that HMG should support the raising of the Katyn issue at the UN 
and before the International Court was resisted, stoudy. ,m 

Both the British FO and the American State Department were per¬ 
turbed by the committee’s wish to hold formal hearings outside the USA, 
notably in London. This led to a great swirl of exchanges within, and 
between, both administrations in April 1952 over the facilities to be 
accorded and O’Konski’s request for the release of documents. I he 
Home Office was reported as being ‘considerably disturbed to hear that 
O’Konski and Pucinski were on their way to London to arrange the com¬ 
mittee’s sessions and foresaw a whole raft of constitutional, public order 
and practical problems.' 02 The problems of perjury, libel, privilege and 
the voluntary summoning of witnesses were discussed at the FO on 4 Apn 
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by a gathering of legal experts from the FO, Home Office and Lord Chan¬ 
cellor’s Office chaired by Sir Roger Makins. 103 It was agreed that the com¬ 
mittee could have no legal or binding status in the UK. Requests for 
facilities, support or documentation had to come formally from the US 
Government. The latter had, in fact, just occurred when Gifford, the US 
ambassador in London, met Sir William Strang in the FO and handed 
over an official note asking that eight separate pieces of information or 
documentation be made available to the committee. Most concerned the 
names and addresses of various British, Soviet and Polish witnesses, 
notably that of Krivozertsov and the British officials who had interrogated 
him. The requested documents concerned any Soviet material dealing 
with Katyn and a certified copy of the report by Colonel Hulls, a wartime 
British military representative in the USSR. 104 The FO reply of 10 April 
discussed the problems of perjury and privilege as well as of political 
demonstrations and counter-protests, which threatened ‘embarrassing 
consequences’. 1 " 5 

Faced by all these difficulties the committee held wholly private and 
informal hearings in the Kensington Palace Hotel. 106 It heard 32 witnesses, 
including Anders and Raczynski, had these depositions certified by the US 
Consul in London and, contrary to British wishes, marked the end of pro¬ 
ceedings by holding a press conference. The State Department was none 
too pleased by the intrusion of the legislative arm into foreign affairs. US 
Ambassador Gifford told Eden that ‘he had done all he could to reduce 
the significance of these hearings’. Both agreed to dampen down cover¬ 
age by the BBC and VOA. 10 ' Madden and Gifford withdrew their requests 
when HMG confirmed that it was not their policy to release confidential 
documents of the Second World War period. Exceptions could only be 
made to a friendly foreign government, not a legislature. Otherwise 
‘denial of such material to the British parliament would appear anom¬ 
alous’. 1 " 8 

The FO reacted negatively to numerous letters during Nikita Khrus- 
chev’s visit to the UK in 1956 suggesting that he should be approached 
about Katyn. He was touchy on the subject and its raising would be guar¬ 
anteed to sabotage the visit. 109 Reform within the communist bloc and 
detente under Khruschev and domestic-national communism in Poland 
under Wladyslaw Gomulka subsequently took the sting out of the Katyn 
issue in Britain. The FO Information Research Department (IRD) back¬ 
ground paper of April 1956 concluding that Western opinion held the 
Soviets responsible for Katyn was denied any official status. 110 The Head of 
the Northern Department confirmed in 1960 that ‘it cannot be represen¬ 
ted as embodying the official view of HMG’." 1 This was in response to a 
private query by the Earl of Arran whether the time was not now ripe for 
HMG to acknowledge Soviet guilt for Katyn. In reply, Lord Lansdowne, 
the FO parliamentary under-secretary of state, declared that HMG ‘never 
subscribed to the conclusions’ of the Congressional Committee which had 
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nn judicial status. Lansdowne confirmed that the FO had never held‘the 
unequivocal view’ that the Soviets were culpable although the weight ° 

Te ev deuce tended to incriminate them’, judgement was suspended 
because *ol ,he confused state of .he question; 'no new ev,hence has 
appeared to justify any change of attitude on out P alt . 

Sir George Glutton, in his valedictory despatch in 1966 ^ter s.x yea.s as 
ambassador in Warsaw, predicted correctly that widespread and deep dis¬ 
content frustration and resentment’ would lead to either an explosion oia 
slow collapse during the next few years. While condemning die med.ocnty 
of Gomulka’s leademhip team, apart rom Prime Mm,® « 
Cvrankiewic?, he sent his colleagues a glowing encomium about the 
SS vitality Of the Polish nation. ‘A people of great generosity of 
heart of‘ease and elegance, of culture and unbounded talent; a people 
innately aristocratic in the best sense of the word, t»uh a ;««« of eeffi 

SfTSf* on- forms 
associated with the Partisan 

Minister of the Interior, Mieczyslaw Moczar, had revised domestic tnte.pre 
rations of Poland's Second World War experience - J hls “ 

debate about whether the non-committed mt ,qr )6 IK1) Brief and 
changed 1,5 In particular, the contradiction between the 195b IRD Bnet an 
he official public policy of non-attribution of guilt, which had already pro¬ 
voked sham minuting’ on the files in 1960, was noted openly m the 
internal exchanges, 'lam afraid dta. dte position iatha. we all know that the 

Russians did it but we are not prepared to say so officia >. 

There were two main, and interconnected reasons foi ^ ‘cbuth ol 
public interest in the Katyn issue in Britain in the eariy » m^970,^ 

^rdSdcIVl^^ new and 

specific materia'^A tnpjoamrtwle by Ian Colvn, 

It summarised O'Malley's 
first report in full and described the consternation which it had causer m 
official circles. The Telegraph reported Chttrch.ll's enjomde. fo, sec, y 
and for the issue not to be allowed to damage Alhed-Sovtet relattons. 
also embarrassed rite FO by latching on to the cuculauon ot O MV 
despatch of February 1944 to the War Grbinel ,n the: form o( a 
and smudged typescript in a sealed box '" I, pointed h -> ” 

memorandum and the Burdenko Report were, by way of co, 0 as. p,mted 
■md distributed far more widely. Colvin also exposed the FO s successlu 
to pr“Le a sense of 'valuable ambiguity' on the issue m order to 

m tS»d h St”i^ within the aging Second 

Worid War Polish emigraeja which joined with ““-p—‘morale X 
lives like Airey Ncave MP in a drive to reopen and commemoiate th 
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Katyn issue. The campaign centred on a proposal to erect a Katyn memor¬ 
ial and was supported by a series of publications on Katyn by the well- 
known Catholic publicist Louis FitzGibbon. Symptomatically, Butler 
dismissed the first of these, Katyn: A Crime without Parallel (1971), as 
entirely derivative, if not clumsily camouflaged plagiarism, from the 
London Polish 1965 English language documentary' compilation The Crime 
of Katyn. FitzGibbon’s The Katyn Cover-up got equally unenthusiastic 
reviews. 118 The press campaign included television programmes on Katyn 
on the BBC on 19 April and 13 October 1971 and some notable news¬ 
paper articles. 11 ' 1 Amongst the latter, a review of a new edition of 
Zawodny’s Death in the Forest considered that evidence of Soviet guilt was 
‘overwhelming’ while the massacre’s primary purpose was to eliminate a 
hostile class elite. 120 

A debate on Katyn also took place in the House of Lords on 17 June 
1971. 121 Lord Barnby was widely supported in his plea for a new govern¬ 
ment statement ‘establishing beyond contention the authorship of the 
Katyn massacre’ and for a UN investigation or declaration. 122 Lord 
Hankey, with his wartime and Warsaw embassy experience, declared that 
he, personally, had no doubt as to Soviet guilt. But in purely legal terms 
‘there is a legitimate residual doubt, and 1 do not think that it has been 
possible to clear it up on the evidence which has hitherto been 
released’. I2:i The veteran Labour Parly left winger Emmanuel Shinwcll 
took the Western democratic socialist line against the communists. Katyn 
was ‘only one incident in a much larger series of crimes’. The massacre 
had been part of a ‘deliberate policy’ to exterminate Polish leaders which 
had also been demonstrated by Soviet passivity during the Warsaw Upris¬ 
ing of summer 1944. 124 Lord Aberdare, however, reiterated the stock 
government line that it had no standing in the matter and took no official 
view on Katyn. I2:> Aberdare objected to the Government making ‘a definite 
pronouncement’ as the ‘only result of a new enquiry would be to reopen 
old wounds’. The subject was best left to the free media, academics and 
historians. 1 ® This line failed to mollify the critics. Most notably, the Earl of 
Arran accused HMG during the debate of ‘funking’ the issue. 127 Lord St 
Oswald also wrote on 7 July to Foreign Secretary Alec Douglas-Home, 
saying how affronted he had been by Aberdare’s reply which left Katyn as 
‘the great unexpiated crime of the Second World War’. 128 Douglas-Home’s 
subsequent meeting with Ncave and St Oswald merely reiterated that the 
Government would not shift its position and saw no reason why it should 
be expected to act as the ‘arbiter’ of purely historical disputes. The 
Foreign Secretary gave his realpolitik game away, however, by claiming that 
HMG criticised or opposed Soviet actions, such as its naval presence in the 
Indian Ocean or by expelling its spies, whenever the British national inter¬ 
est demanded it. 1 * 

The FO (now FCO) also stiffened its defences in response to pressure 
from Lord St Oswald and Airey Ncave in July 197L ISM Its internal brief on 
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the subject accepted that the working assumption, or presumption, that 
the Soviets ‘were probably the guilty party’ had strengthened over the 
years. But it defended the line that HMG should continue not to state this 
publicly or officially. There was no serious political analysis of why this 
should be so. As during the Second World War, there was no discussion 
whether telling the truth about Katyn would endanger detente or harm 
British-Soviet relations in any substantive way. This is what the construc¬ 
tivist school in international relations calls ‘a silence’ masking a common 
sense’ approach to issues.' 51 Bridsh administrations considered the 
proposition as self-evident and as flowing naturally from their perception 
of the national interest. Constructivist interpretations explain this in terms 
of their social and cultural mind-set. FCO officials considered that then- 
problem was only how to avoid appearing ‘inconsistent or disingenuous 
in public as a result. For them, ‘the inherent weakness of the St 
Oswald-Neave position was that no investigation was necessary, if the facts 
about Katyn were generally well known and accepted. On the other hand, 
a new enquiry’s findings would not gain universal acceptance without the 
collaboration of the Soviet and Polish Governments, which would not be 
forthcoming. Should HMG really be expected to express a public view if 
the evidence was still incomplete and controversial.^ Butler accepted he 
logic of the above arguments and he also endorsed the conclusion. We 
see no advantage in breaking the silence that we have presented for nearly 
30 years on the Katyn massacre.” 55 

The FCO therefore opposed Neave’s attempts to have Katyn discussed 
by the UN General Assembly or to get the International Committee of the 
Red Cross involved. 134 Sir Anthony Royle, the Under-Secretary for Foreign 
Affairs rejected the former of Neave’s suggestions in the House of 
Commons on 12 July 1971. Neave’s Karly Day Motion on the subject, even¬ 
tually signed by 193 MPs, only stiffened the FO line that nothing would be 
gained by ‘provoking the Soviets unnecessarily’; the priority was to 
respect, above all, the wish of the Polish [communist] Government that 
the incident should be regarded as closed’. 13 ’ Neave was leant on by the 
FCO with appeals to support the British national interest, during . 
influence his parliamentary supporters and the projects organisers to 
ensure an anodyne inscription on the memorial. He also had his role as a 
Patron of the Sue Ryder Foundation threatened quietly in a very British 
sort of way. 136 Royle declared that the Katyn project was now ‘a major irri¬ 
tant in our relations with the Poles’. The latter did not understand the 
autonomy of local government and public opinion in a democracy. Neave 
remained obdurate and wanted the Soviet and Polish bluff to be called as 
Soviet threats had not always materialised. He denied that he wanted to 
damage Britain’s relations with communist countnes. His motivation was 
solely ‘the recognition of a serious injustice’ and one could go too tai to 
cover it up. He promised a fight if HMG attempted to stop the memorial 
project. 137 Neave was blown up by (what is generally held to be) an IRA 
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bomb outside the House of Commons on 30 March 1979 when he was the 
Shadow spokesman on Northern Ireland Affairs. Although no proof of 
Soviet complicity has emerged one may wonder if his role in the Katyn 
affair might not have been an additional factor, somehow contributing to 
his selection as an assassination target. 

An extremely sparse form of the FCO’s dilemma found its way into the 
public arena as a footnote, tucked away, just like an embarrassing detail in 
a publication in a communist state, in a new edition of Llewellyn Wood¬ 
ward’s officially authorised history of the Second World War. 138 The FCO 
praised his ‘measured reference to Katyn having occurred in 1940’ and 
prepared to cover its back with the argument that only the author was 
responsible for such public statements. 131 ' 

The 25th anniversary of Katyn in 1965 stimulated efforts within the 
Polish community in the UK to collect funds for its commemoration in 
some sort of permanent memorial. This resulted in a sculpture, whose 
inscription read ‘to the victims of Katyn’, in the main Polish church in 
London, Saint Andrew Bobola, in a chapel dedicated to the Holy Mother 
of Kozelsk. 14 " The following year a plaque was also unveiled in the Polish 
church in Leicester. This strand became intertwined with public polemics 
over Katyn. FitzGibbon’s letter to the Daily Telegraph (28 January 1971), 
anticipating publication of the first of his books on Katyn, provoked Feliks 
Alexeev, the London correspondent of the Soviet Novostii news agency, 
into trotting out the standard Soviet Burdenko line. 141 This led to a spate 
of press rejoinders and exchanges, notably by the LSK academic specialist 
on Soviet dissidents Peter Reddaway, who offered sightings of the previ¬ 
ously discussed Mcnshagin in evidence. The Lords debate and the two 
BBC programmes marked the peak of public interest. The latter on 19 
April 1971 occasioned protests by the Soviet and Polish embassies and led 
to the cancellation of a proposed visit by Charles Curran, the Director of 
the BBC, to Poland. 142 

Kdward Heath’s Government was too preoccupied with growing social 
and economic problems to contemplate additional complications in 
British-Soviet relations after it expelled over 100 alleged SovieL spies in 
1971. The plea by the Federation of Poles in Great Britain in May 1971 
arguing the case for Soviet responsibility in an aide-memoire and calling on 
‘the Free World to condemn the perpetrators [of the massacre] loudly 
and clearly’ received a cool reception. 143 The FCO in its internal debate 
on the memorial proposal warned that it would cause ‘grave offence’ to 
both Soviet and Polish Governments and harm trade and economic col¬ 
laboration. 144 

FitzGibbon and his friends, supported by London Poles such as General 
Stanislaw Kopanski, kept the campaign going by establishing an Anglo- 
Polish Committee, which quickly transformed itself into the Katyn Memor¬ 
ial Fund in 1972 . 145 Chaired by Lord Barnby with Airey Neave and Lord St 
Oswald as deputy chairmen and the tireless FitzGibbon as secretary, it 
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received a strong worldwide response for its appeal for funds. The Fund s 
British Patrons included the Marquess of Salisbury, the Earl of Arran, Vis¬ 
count Monckton, Sir Tufton Beamish MP and Winston Churchill MP, plus 
all the leading figures in the Polish emigre Government. The Fund’s 
prime objective was to erect a major permanent memorial to the victims of 
Katyn, understood as englobing ‘the 10000 others . This involved much 
discussion before a sub-committee composed of Count Adam Zamoyski, 
Adam Treszka and FitzGibbon decided that a solid obelisk would be best 
for practical reasons as it would be difficult to vandalise and bird drop¬ 
pings would slide off. Finding a suitable site proved more difficult, for a 
mixture of bureaucratic planning and other reasons. This stimulated sus¬ 
picions that hostile government or pro-Soviet forces were at work. 
Douglas-Home steered Neave away from the idea that the memorial might 
be sited in a royal park by making it clear that the required governmental 
permission would not be forthcoming. He advised that obelisks and 
plaques did not count as statues and did not need such permission. Pro¬ 
posed sites in Hammersmith, at Wormwood Scrubs (opposite the prison), 
at Battersea (next to the funfair) and close to the Brompton Oratory 
proved either unsuitable or impracticable. 

The Katyn lobby, however, persuaded Sir Malby Crofton, the Conservat¬ 
ive council leader of the Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, to offer a 
plot of ground close to Saint Luke’s Church in Chelsea. This proposal was 
sabotaged by the local Anglican Diocesan Advisory Committee. It objected 
that disturbance of tombs might distress local residents and that the pro¬ 
posal was ‘not in keeping with the Church’s principle of reconciliation’. 
Chapman Pincher, a well-known, although sensauonalist, right-wing jour¬ 
nalist of the time, termed these ‘most ridiculous reasons’. 146 The Commit¬ 
tee was, however, encouraged by the inflow of funds, and the speed with 
which £8000 out of the original target of £10000 had been raised, to opt 
for a more ambitious design costing £35000. The St Luke’s proposal was 
effectively rejected (adjourned to seek public consultation), after a long 
waiting period by the London Diocesan Consistory Court after prolonged 
hearings before the Archdeacon of Middlesex during summer-autumn 
1974. Why the Church of England and parts of the British establishment 
should object so strongly to the 1940 date designating the Soviets as 
responsible has been explained by some outsiders in terms of British 
national pathologies such as ingrained anti-Catholicism. Despite testimo¬ 
nials from Drs Tramsen and Palmieri, Prince Eugeniusz Lubomirski and a 
Lutheran Kozelsk-Gryazovets survivor, Wladyslaw Jerzy Cichy, the Chancel¬ 
lor of the London Diocese finally ruled, on 15 January 1975, against the 
appeal for the memorial. The proposed memorial was ruled to be a build¬ 
ing', which would have breached a borough covenant to maintain an 
open space. 

The Katyn memorial proposal provoked a very full, heated and some¬ 
what irritable discussion within the FCO. It also had British—Polish—Soviet 
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diplomatic repercussions. The Department of the Environment (DoE), 
when consulted at the outset, stated that its policy ‘was to avoid adding to 
the number of statues already in central London’ as well as to ensure that 
all the appropriate planning regulations were satisfied. 147 The FCO line 
was that St Luke’s Garden was preferable to the Cromwell Road triangle 
site but that it would be even better if the Royal Borough Council denied 
permission. The sponsors could then be steered towards an even less con¬ 
spicuous site, preferably on privately owned land. 148 Its main concern, 
apart from the memorial’s location, was its inscription, especially if a 1940 
date imputing Soviet responsibility were to be included. Douglas-Home 
was unsuccessful in getting Neave and Barnby to abandon this central 
point. 1411 By the end of 1972 the FCO line had hardened around the judge¬ 
ment that ‘the Katyn project involves no benefit, and much damage, to 
British interests’. It should be discouraged while its inscription should not 
carry the 1940 date or any other imputation of Soviet responsibility. The 
Polish emigres should build it in a church or private place while the Amer¬ 
icans should contribute to have a memorial built in the USA which had 
many more Poles. 15 ' 1 

Soviet and Polish diplomatic protests, notably Polish Foreign Minister 
Stefan Olszewski’s intervention when he met Douglas-Home in New York 
in September 1972, stimulated FCO attempts to defuse and neutralise the 
issue. Two most pressing objectives were idenufied: the memorial should 
be ‘inconspicuously sited’, and it should not ‘be provocative in any 
respect, particularly in its inscripdon’, which should not include any 
mention of the 1940 date. 151 The same official suspected the motives of 
the memorial’s organisers and feared for its consequences upon 
Briush-Polish-Soviet relations. Bullard, the son of the wartime ambas¬ 
sador to Teheran, recommended that the FCO mobilise opposition to the 
St Luke’s site and that it should be ground down through bureaucratic 
obstruction and inertia. The officials resisted calls for Truth and Morality 
in international relations as they considered that this would benefit only 
Polish emigres and the Germans! 152 The FCO turned down requests for 
donations by governmental figures and discouraged approaches to official 
figures. 

In the end, the Royal Borough offered the Katyn Committee a site at 
Gunnersbury cemetery in West London close by the Chiswick flyover over 
the M4 motorway, in the so-called ‘Polish corner’ where General Bor- 
Komorowski, amongst others, is buried. 153 A 20-foot-tall obelisk of black 
Nubian granite, following the design of architect Ryszard Gabrielczyk, 
whose godfather had perished at Katyn, was erected in 1976. Built by the 
firm of Gilbert and Turnbull at a cost of around £21000, its foundation 
stone was laid on 1 July and had two documents concerning Katyn 
inserted into it. The obelisk had a white eagle engraved into it with the 
crucial and much contested date - ‘1940’ - below it. The two inscriptions 
in the plinth at its base were in Polish and English. The latter read 
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factually - ‘In remembrance of 14 500 Polish prisoners of wax who disap¬ 
peared in 1940 from camps at Kozielsk, Starobielsk and Ostaszkow, of 
whom 4500 were later identified in mass graves at Katyn nea. S ™ ol f n *, 

The main inscription, ‘Sumieni swiata wola o swiadectwo P'^dzie (t 
cent science of the world calls for a witness to the truth), had been chosen 

as the campaign’s battle cry at the outset. 

Well out of the way, the insult by the British establishment, was com- 
pounded by an official, although not wholly observed, ban °" “ 

well as serving, .Hirers of the British Army appearing in umloim he 

unveiling ceremony on 18 September 1976 For many London ole, this 
was a bitter reminder of the British Government’s refusal to allow then 
servicemen, who had fought in the Polish Corps under Bnush command 
during the Second World War from Tobruk to Monte Cassino to Arnhem, 
to participate in the 1945 Victory in Europe parade. The unveiling ceie- 
mony was however, carried out with considerable pomp by the I olish emi- 
for whom this was ve, T much a last hurrah with most.« their mam 
personalities, such as London President Ostrowski present. Othe nom 
hies included the old and frail Kozelsk survivor General Wofewck, 
General Bohusz-Szyszko who had also just sumved the massacie, Caidina 
Rubin who represented Polish Primate Stefan Wyszyrisk. as well as a 
number of English supporters, mainly right-wing Conseivame M 
peers Amongst the many wreathes were three from the Churchill family, 
Remembering the men who died at Katyn and with deep apofogtes fo, 
our cowardly government’ (which one - wartime or contemporary) com¬ 
plemented - ‘In memory of our gallant Polish Allies murdered at Kaya in 
1940’ as well as a tribute to Victor Cazalet, who died alongside Sikoisk, in 

On^of'the most controversial issues in the Katyn debate in Britain in 
the 1990s concerned the intelligence reports received on the subject 
during the Second World War. There were two aspects to the question. 
F r did .hVy make the issue of Soviel lesponsibilhy abundantly deal? 
Second, if they did, were they sabotaged or doctored, either by t.aito.s 
and Soviet agents of the ilk of Burgess, Maclean and Philby, or by others 
for more potential reasons?”' 4 The Katyn Massacre: An SOL Perspective 
published in February 1996, gave a particularly thin and « 

answer to the ‘cover-up’ charges.' 5 * It noted the general policy of makang 
Special Operations Executive (SOE) files available in the PRO from 1.U3 
The fourth ba.ch released In March 1995 covered Poland and 
the USSR along with Czechoslovakia and Hungary under the HS 4/1-381 
classmark. The FCO paper fails to mention the Sovrnt documentatio , 
already made public, by then, under Gorbachev and Yeltsin. It docs not 
even make it wholly clear, for the benefit of non-specialists that Katyn was 
only one of the three burial sites in the 1940 massacie Then s 
superficial apologia on the substantive issue was that the SOE 
same as that in the Foreign Office files, but more exaggerated 
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emphasis’. 157 Both were most concerned to avoid supporting German pro¬ 
paganda and to maintain the Soviet alliance. They conceded, implicitly, 
that this had to be at the cost of what the London Poles considered to be 
the objective truth and their interests. This argument may have been justi¬ 
fied by realpoUtik considerations during the Second World War but after 
Poland had been ‘sacrificed’ (p. 8) and Sovietised and the Cold War set 
in, the argument became a positively weasel one. The 1996 FCO paper 
can, at best, be regarded as a piece of delaying bluster and a smokescreen, 
reflecting the paralysis of the dying stages of the Major Government. The 
FCO retreated behind it while catching up with the post-communist reve¬ 
lations in Eastern Europe. 

The most striking feature of an examination of the actual SOE material 
released so far is the limited volume and unattributed character of the rel¬ 
evant documents. Some of the reports, however, flatly contradict the 
thesis of a harmonious unity of view between the FO and the SOE. They 
go well beyond a mere presumption of Soviet guilt. 

SOE interests require the firm support of the Poles even at the risk of 
offending Soviet susceptibilities. General war interests would not be 
prejudiced thereby as Russia’s participation in the war was not of her 
own choosing, and it may similarly be thought that the decision 
whether to continue fighting or not, would not in the case of Russia 
he affected by the clear and firm statement of Allied policy in Eastern 
Europe. 158 

Such a firm statement that the defence of the interests of the minor Polish 
ally could be harmonised with what the major Soviet ally was going to do 
anyway is completely missing from the FCO discussion. The truth and 
morality aspect surfaced in the debate around the O’Malley reports. FCO 
stonewalling and embarrassment over the 1940 massacre issue during the 
1990s was, eventually, alleviated by the publicising of the Butler Memoran¬ 
dum on the world wide web. 

Notes 

1 Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical 
Representation, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987, 

2 Victor Zaslavsky, ‘The Katyn Massacre’, Telos, no. 114 (Winter 1999), p. 94. 

3 G.G. Hudson, ‘A Polish Challenge’, International Affairs, 36, 2 (April 1950), 
pp. 214-21. 

4 George Sanford, Democratic Government in Poland, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002, 
pp. 219-25. 

5 FRUS, Diplomatic Papers: The Conferences at Cairo and Teheran 1943, Washington, 
DC: Government Printing Office, 1961. The Conferences at Malta and Yalta, 
Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1955. 

6 DPSR, 2, p. 6. 

7 See Zawodny, Death in the Forest, pp. 178-88. Robert Szymczak, The Unquiet 











188 Western management of the truth 

Dead: The Katyn Forest Massacre as an Issue in American Diplomacy and Politics , 
Carnegie-Mellon University PhD, 1980 (Ann Arbor, MI: University Microfilms 
International no. 4012, 1985), Ch. VI. 

8 Jan Ciechanowski, ‘Sikorski’s Role as a Statesman and Commander-in-Chief 
during World War 2’, in Keith Sword (ed.), Sikorski: Soldier and Statesman, 
London: Orbis, 1990, p. 109. 

9 US. G.406 sent by Washington embassy to FO on 3 July 1943, PRO HS137. An 
earlier draft sent in late May was considered ‘disquietening’, PRO 
F0371/34577 €6027/258/55. 

10 Hearings, Part 7, pp. 2012-22. 

11 Hearings, Part 7, 1996, p. 2285. 

12 Hearings, Part 7, pp. 2258-60. 

13 An earlier attempt by the Americans in spring 1942 to send Szymanski as 
liaison officer to the Polish High Command in Kuibvshev had been rebuffed 
by the Soviets, FRUS, 1942, 3, pp. 123, 549. 

14 Szymanski’s ‘An Overview of Polish-Russian relations’, concluding that they 
were marked by ‘irreconcilable differences’, WSM/Is. IG No 3600, was relayed 
by the US Cairo embassy only on 15 June 1943. It was submitted to the Con¬ 
gressional Committee, Hearings, Part 3, pp. 453-8. 

15 Hearings, Part 3, pp. 416-505. 

16 Hardly surprisingly, this document, Biddle to Roosevelt and Secretary and 
Under-Secretary of State, no. 316 of 20 May 1943, was much publicised by the 
Congressional Committee, Hearings, Part 7, pp. 2092-7. 

17 Hearings, Part 7, p. 1934. 

18 Hearings, Part 7, p. 2249. 

19 Earle was Minister to Austria from 1932 to 1934 and, after his spell as Gover¬ 
nor, also Minister to Bulgaria, 1940-1941. Pennsylvania had previously been a 
rock-hard Republican state so many of the sources mistakenly describe F,arle 
as a Republican during his period in office. Sec Pennsylvania Governors: Past to 
Present, www.phmc.state.pa. us/bah/dam/governors/earle.asp?secid=31. 

20 Hearings, Part 7, p. 2204. 

21 Ibid., p.2201. 

22 Ibid., Part 7, pp. 2207-10. 

23 A supplementary report written by Van Vliet in May 1950 was read into the 
Congressional Record, 11 December 1950, p. A6665 by Representative John E. 
Rankin of Mississippi. 

24 Typically, the British embassy in Washington downgraded the significance of 
Van Vliet’s report. The only real bit of fresh evidence for it was ‘the condition 
of the corpses' shoes’, Jamieson (Washington embassy) to FO, 9 April 1952, 
PRO FCO 100719 NP16661/9. 

25 Hearings, Part 2, p. 67. 

26 Hearings, Part 7, pp. 2302-6. 

27 FRUS, 1942, III, pp. 104-5, 146, 150-1, 154-6, 163, 174-5, 177-8, 183. 

28 House Report, no. 8205, 82nd Congress, House of Representatives, 22 Decem¬ 
ber 1952, p. 3. 

29 Ibid., p. 5. 

30 Sir Oliver Franks (Washington) to FO, no. 324 of 31 March 1952, PRO 
FC028/100719 NP1661/4. 

31 FO to Franks (Washington), lOApril 1952, PRO F0371/97631 Aul661/13. 

32 lee Edwards, ‘Amerykaiiskie poglqdy w latach 1951-1991 na kwestig zbrodni 
Katvnskiej’, in Zbrodnia Katynska po 60 latach, Warsaw: NKHBZK, 2000, p. 90. 
Derwinski had earlier in 1962 publicised the findings of the 1952 Congres¬ 
sional Committee on Katyn as part of the attempt to establish a House Com- 


Westem management of the truth 189 

mittee on Captive Nations, see Louis FitzGibbon, Unpitied and Unknown. 
London: Bachman & Turner, 1975, pp. 395-6. 

33 FC028/”947U3 a i8 inSt ° n) ^ T ° nk ' n (EES) ’ 27 ° ctober 1972 > PRO 

34 Stephen A. Garrett, From Potsdam to Poland: American Policy toward Eastern 
Europe New York: Praeger, 1986. Symptomatically, this book does not contain 
a single reference to Katyn. 

3:> 1 he City of loronto also unveiled a Katyn memorial in September 1980 
Despue Soviet protests Pierre Trudeau’s Government did nothing to prevent 
this although it did not participate officially in the ceremonies. Another 
memorial was unveiled in Adelaide with the 1940 inscription, without any 
complications, on 17 September 1977 in front of the Dorn Polski. Sec Andrzej 
Szczygielski (ed.), Pomnik Katyhski w Adelajdzie, Happy Valley, South Australia: 
Stowarszyszenie Polskich Kombatantow vv Australia, 1981, 

36 Szymezak, Unquiet Dead, pp. 298-9. 

37 Jaruisz Zawodny commented that he always believed that moral values and 
respect for human life would overcome the conspiracy of silence in a demo¬ 
cracy like the USA, ‘Covering Up the Katyn Massacre Tore at Democracy’ 
Chicago Tribune, 27 April 1990. 

38 Congressional Record, 3 April 2003, pp. E660-1. Allen Paul, author of Katyn: 
Stalin .5 Massacre and the Roots of Polish Resurrection, Annapolis, MD: Naval Insti¬ 
tute Press, 2nd edit, 1996, seems to have inspired (or benefited from) this 
junket m order to boost tile publication in Warsaw of the Polish translation of 
his book. 

39 Proposed by Senators Helms, Mikulska, Roth and Biden, Zbrodnia Katynska 
Proba Bilansu, Warsaw: NKHBZK, 2001, pp. 207-9. 

40 Concessional Record, 25 September 2003, p. El899. Senator Jon Corzine 
carried out a similar eulogy of ‘one of the most heinous war crimes in history* 
m the Senate, Congressional Record, 16 September 2003. pp. SI 1562-3. 

41 Particularly by O’Malley to Eden, 29 April 1943, PRO F0371/34571 
C4850/2t>8/a5, a major and extensive report. 

42 Annotations to ibid. 

43 < rl? a , b oi« l , K ° lk0 ’ The Potitics °f War: Allied diplomacy and the World Crisis of 
I943-1945, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1969, pp. 99-104 

44 FO Historical Papers: History Notes and Occasional Papers, British Reactions to 
the Katyn Massacre, 1943-2003 (hereafter Butler Memorandum), www.fco 

gov.uk/servlet/Front?pagename=OpenMarket./Xcelerate/ShowPage&c=Pace 

&ctd= 1049114089000. 6 b 

45 Rohan Butler (1917-1996) was a Fellow of All Souls and Senior Editor of the 
Foreign Office Documents on British Foreign Policy' series as well as of the post¬ 
war volumes oil Documents on British Foreign Policy Overseas. As holder of the 
prestigious post of Historical Adviser (which had been in abeyance from 1929 
to 1963) he enjoyed a magisterial reputation within the Foreign Office and 
was called upon to overview and give independent assessments of such issues 
as the status of Szczecin (Stettin) and the relinquishment of Abadan. His first 
draft of the Katyn memorandum (35 paragraphs) was circulated for internal 
debate in September 1972 while the final version of 68 paragraphs, revised in 
the light of internal FO discussion, was printed for internal circulation (DS 

A P ril 1973 - The final draft is at PRO FC028/1946 (also 

rCAJZo/2309). 

46 Kerr to Eden, 21 April 1943, PRO FOS71/S4569 C4396/258/55. 

47 Butter Memorandum, p. 9. 

48 Hansard, 5th series, H of C, vol. 389, col. 30. 







190 Western management of the truth 

49 Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War , Vol. IV, The Hinge of Fate, London: 
Cassell 1951 p 679. 

50 PRO F0371/34568 C4230/258/G. The FO informed Kerr on 19 April 
(telegram no. 397) that the Poles have ‘little confidence in Soviet denial ol 
German allegations’, PRO F0371/34568 C4230/G. 

51 Pol43/12 in PRO F0371/34569 C4586/258/55. 

52 O’Malley to Eden no. 51, 24 May 1943, PRO PREM3/353 C6160/258/55. Also 
in F0371/34577 Cl660/258/55. 

53 Allen and Roberts, annotations to ibid. 

54 O’Malley report, pp. 6-7. 

55 Butler Memorandum, p. 12. The comments by FO officials were publicised for a 
Polish readership by Madajczyk, Dramat Katynski, pp. 146-9. 

56 Churchill to Eden, 25 February 1944, PRO PREM 3/353 M.1777.4. 

57 Eden to Churchill, 26 February 1944, PRO PREM3/353 PM/44/100 

58 Churchill minute of 28 April 1943 to Eden, PRO F0371/34571 
C4798/258/G55. 

59 Record of Churchill-Roosevelt-Stalin conversation, Soviet embassy, Teheran, 

1 December 1943, Foreign Office, Historical Papers No 48, ‘Churchill and 
Stalin: Documents from the British Archives 1943’. 

60 Churchill-Stalin conversation, Teheran, 28 November 1943 in ibid. 

61 See the PRO PREM3/356/3 file on the conversations on Poland s frontiers 

and government at Yalta. 

62 Churchill, Hinge of Fate, Ch. XV. , .. 

63 Churchill had inquired of Eden on 15 July 1943 whether the first O Malley 
report had been sent to Roosevelt. Eden replied the following day that he was 
against sending it officially through the Washington embassy - ’if it were to 
find its way into unauthorised hands, the reactions on our relations with 
Russia would be serious’. In a letter to Roosevelt of 13 August 1943 Churchill 
described O’Malley’s report as a ‘grim, well-written story, but perhaps a little 
too well written. Nevertheless, if you have time to read it, it would repay the 
trouble. 1 should like to have it back when you have finished with it as we are 

not circulating it officially in any way’, PRO PREM 3/353 M.5 1/4. 

64 Eden’s reply the following day was that the best evidence suggested a 1940 
planting, ibid. 

66 O’Malley to Eden, 11 February 1944, PRO FO371/39390 C2099/8/55. 

67 The Savory Report is in PRO PREM 3/353. Dennis Allen cut Savory s report 
down for the benefit of the FO consensus on the grounds that there is 
nothing whatever new’ in it. The Polish enquiries were ‘only an element in 
the story - although quite an important one’, Note of 8 December 194a, 
F0371/47734 N17514/664/9. 

68 PRO PREM3/353 C2957/8/G of 26 March 1944. 

69 Churchill, Hinge of Fate, p. 681. 

70 Eden, 16july 1943, PRO FO371/34580. 

71 O’Malley letter to Cadogan of 13 April 1944, PRO F0371/4773 
N16482/664/55. 

72 Butler Memorandum, para. 12. r , , ,. 

73 F0371/39393 C2957G/8/55 of 4 March 1944. Annex B of the Butler Memoran¬ 
dum, pp. 1-8. 

74 Annotations with various March 1944 dates to ibid. 

75 Ibid. 

76 Butler Memorandum, p. 17. 

78 D. Tonkin (EES)", 1 November 1971, PRO FC028/1947 ENP10/1. 


Western management of the truth 191 


79 Hansard, H of C, vol. 414, col. 250. 

80 PRO F0371/188794. 

81 PRO FO371/2309 N16482/664/55, reproduced in Butter Memorandum, Annex 
C. 

82 Annotation to ibid. 

83 Richard Beaumont (FO) to Colonel Phillimore (British Junior Counsel), 25 
January 1946, N568/108/55, cited in Butter Memorandum, p. 29. 

84 Shawcross to Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin, 28 December 1945, PRO 
F0371/56474 N108/108/55. 

85 Bullard (Teheran), Telegram no. 210, 15 February 1946, F0371/56474 
N2111/108/55. 

86 FO371/71610 N2599/108/55. 

87 Annotation of 10 April 1946, F0371/56476 N4406G/108/55. 

88 N5269/108/55 of 10 April 1946, reproduced in Butler Memorandum, Annex D. 

89 F0371/56474 5675/5676. 

90 British War Crimes Executive, Telegram of 6 July 1945 for Dean and Scott- 
Fox, F0371/56476 N8817/108/55. 

91 Hankey to Raczynski, 4 March 1948, PRO FO371/71610 N2599/2599/55. 

92 A participant, K. Duke (EERD), noted a quarter of a century later that his rec¬ 
ollection of what the British legal team had thought of the Soviet evidence at 
Nuremberg was, now, ‘rather different’. Bullard to Brimelow, paper on Butler 
Memorandum 16 October 1972, PRO FC028/1946. 

93 Churchill, Hinge of Fate, p. 681. 

94 G.F. Hudson, “A Polish Challenge’, International Affairs, 36, 2 (April 1950), pp. 
214-21. 

95 S. Lowery in Survey of International Affairs, 1939-1946; The Realignment of 
Europe, London: R1IA, 1955, p. 147. 

96 G.W. Harrison of the Northern Department expressed a dissenting voice on 
23 May 1950 in the FO debate about the response. ‘The fact, however, that we 
iiave played down the Katyn murders during the war is not necessarily a good 
reason for playing it down today’, PRO FOS71/86679 NP1661/1. 

97 Edward Tompkins (Washington Embassy) to Northern Department, 27 Sep¬ 
tember 1951, PRO F0371/94780 18255/l/51f NP1661/3. The internal FO 
annotations on his report ranged from ‘difficult to see what useful purpose 
this can have ... no justification in raising these ghosts ... one of Goebbels’ 
masterpieces’ (Tonkin) to ‘the real evidence at Katyn was carefully obliterated 
by the Russians in 1944. There seems no useful purpose in raising these 
ghosts now’ (L.H. Massey). 

98 Ibid. 

99 See PR028/LC02/5172. Eden also formally minuted his dislike of the com¬ 
mittee and its proceedings. 

100 G. Littlejohn-Cook, minute of 30July 1952, PRO FC028/100719 1661/13. Cf. 
Butler Memorandum, paras 54-5. 

101 PRO F0371/188794. Also FO/371/100719 NP1661/15 of 13 August 1952. Cf. 
Savory letter in Daily Telegraph, 13 August 1952. 

102 Note by H.A.F. Holder (FO), 1 April 1952, PRO LC02/5172. 

103 Ibid. 

104 No. 5310 of 4 April 1952, PRO LC02/5172. 

105 PRO LC02/5172. 

106 Hearings, Part 4, pp. 503-968. This includes an appendix which reproduces 
the London Government-in-Exile’s file on ‘Polish-Soviet Relations, 1918— 
1939’. 

107 Eden to Sir Oliver Franks (Washington), 17 April 1952, PRO LCO/2/5172 
AU1661/14. 











192 Western management of the truth 

108 R. Cecil to Franks (Washington), 5 Mnv 1952, PRO LC02/5172 AU 16(501/23. 

109 Haigh minute of 23 April 195(5, PRO F0371/122671 NP1661/3. The Govern¬ 
ment also prevailed on the British Council to ban the showing of a film on 
Katyn on their premises which the FO considered ‘political propaganda’, cf. 
Times, 25 April 1956. 

110 Contained in PRO F0371/714, 

111 R.II. Mason of 10 October 1960, PRO FO.371/188794 NP1661/2. 

112 I.ansdowne letter of 30 November 1960 to Arran, ibid., NP160I/2. 

113 Cintron to FO, 1 August 1966, PRO F0371/188748. 

114 The Polish debate about its historical dilemmas and defeats and how they 
should be responded to in the present was given a new twist by Zbigniew 
Zahtski in Siedern potskich grzechdtvgtoumych, Warsaw: MON, 1962 and also by his 
Pizejmstka do Historii, Warsaw: MON, 1967. An article by another writer associ¬ 
ated with this trend, Wojciech Zukrowski, in Miesiecznik Literacki (September 
1969) raised particular discussion within the FO. 

115 See Miles-Pakenham correspondence, PRO FC028/714 ENP3/303/2. 

116 R.O. Miles to J.N. Henderson (Warsaw), 30 April 1969, PRO FC028/714 
F.NP/1. 

117 Churchill himself had complained about receiving a ‘smudged flimsy’ of 
O’Malley’s report on 26 February 1944 in the weekend before he read it. He 
also laid down that it should ‘be circulated to the War Cabinet Ministers only, 
in a box from hand to hand’ on 3 March 1944, PRO PREM3/353. 

118 Butter Memorandum, para. 63. 

119 Ian Colvin in Daily Telegraph, 5 July 1971 and 17 August 1971. Lord Nicholas 
Bethel! in Sunday Times (magazine), 28 May 1972. 

120 Gabriel Ronay, ‘The Soviet Massacre of Poland’s Elite', Times, 29 January 
1971. 

121 PRO FC028/1475 and 1476 for the FO’s extensive preparations for the 
debate and for dealing with lord Barnby’s question. For the debate see 
Hansard, 5th series, House of Lords, vol. 320, 17June 1971, cols. 737-75. 

122 Ibid., col. 737. The latter call was taken up in the US by Congressman Pucin- 
ski arid Polonia and Captive Nation associations, FitzGibbon, Unpitied and 
Unknown, p. 398. 

123 Hansard, 5th series, H of L, vol. 320, col. 754. 

124 Ibid., col. 771. 

125 This declaration was repeated on 29June and 21 July, Hansard, 5th series, vol. 
320, col. 773 and vol. 321, col. 961. 

126 Ibid., col, 773. 

127 Ibid., col. 776. 

128 PRO FC028/1476. 

129 FO Brief for Douglas-Home meeting of 19 July 1971 with Neave and St 
Oswald, PRO FC028/1477. 

130 Butler Memorandum, paras 66-7. PRO FC028/1476 for the handling of 
Neave’s question of 12 July 1971 in the House of Commons. 

131 See Jutta Weldes, Constructing National Interests: The United States and the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, Minneapolis: Lbiiversity of Minnesota Press, 1999, Ch. 7. 

132 Loc. cit, f. 128, PRO FC028/1477, 

133 Butter Memorandum, p. 44. 

134 M.S. Barker-Bates (UN Department), 14 June. 1971, PRO FC028/1475, 
ENP10/1. 

135 J.L. Bullard to Sir Thomas Brimelow (Warsaw), 11 June 1971, PRO 
FC028/1475, F.NP10/1. 

136 Bullard brief for Royle-Neave meeting, 16 October 1972, PRO FCO‘28/1946. 

137 Royle-Neave meeting of 17 October 1972, PRO FC028/1947. 


Western, management, of the truth 193 

Kjo I * rd * s, f Fo ' r fg n P ° llCy m tlleSecond World War, London: HMSO, II, 1971 n 626 
an -rm' “ a , nk 7 1 ( “ el l Section ^ 24 May 1971, PRO FC028/1475 ENP10/T. 
40 Tins led middle-rank FO officials, exasperated by the later Katyn memorial 
controversy, to express the view that as ‘there is alrcadv one Katvn memorial 
m London, there would not seem to be an overwhelming reason to have a 
second one , Tonkin to Bullard, 21 May 1973, PRO FCO28/2308 
141 Times, 8 February 1971. 

143 PR0FC028 d /i4 < 75 ES> ’ 17JU ‘ y ' 97L PR ° FC ° 28 / 1475 - ENP10/1. 

144 Bullard (EES) to Wiggin, 11 July 1972, PRO FC028/1945. Bullard was 

hrhmn^S- “ ,,cern< ? 1 ,ll f tl,e P ro P osed inscription would be ‘a gratuitous 
irritant . His favomed option was to relegate the memorial to a Polish ceme¬ 
tery or private place. 

\t F n V l Z 7 h ° l Tl th ! S X° de SCe FitzGibbon - ™d Unknown, Chs 5-6, 

146 Daily Express, 6 April 1973. 

147 B.J. Bennett (DoF.) to FO, 20June 1971, PRO FC028/1945. 

148 S.W, Martin (EES) to Brimelow, 23 August 1972. PRO FG028/1945. Martin 
lad earlier pointed out that the Cromwell Road proposal could, if the need 

149 mTc by , civU seiTa " tson tbe 1851 Exhibition Commission, 

; 49 „ ln ( EbS ) to Brimelow (Warsaw), 12 June 1972, PRO FC028/1945 

lt>0 Bullard (EES) to Logan, 2 December 1972, PRO FC028/1947 ENP10/1 
151 Bullard to Brimelow, 25 September 1972, PRO FC028/1946 FNP/tn/i 
lo2 Bullard to Brimelow, 8 October 1972, PRO FG028/1946 ENP10/1. 

In3 See Louis FitzGibbon, Katyn Memorial, London: SPK/Grvf 1977 

154 The allegation that Sikorski’s death in the Liberator bomber in Gibraltar in 
July 1943 was not an acctdent was fuelled by Philby’s presence as Head of 
Bntish Intelligence in the Iberian Peninsula at the time. Louis FitzGibbon has 
also pointed out that Vyshinsky was in Gibraltar on 4 July 1943 on his wav 
back to Moscow FitzGibbon considered that Sikorski was regarded as a potem 
tial nutsance, if not a threat, to long-term Soviet plans for the post-war 
takeover of loland and that he was bringing back crucial evidence concern- 

2(f N ovem£ ,1 ,m VISU ^ MkWle =“«> ™ Telegraph, 

155 Histon, Notes no. 10. FCO LRD - Libra,-y and Records Department, 1996 . 

a KDZ volume 1 was published in 199o and by then, Polish and Soviet acade¬ 
mics had invalidated the paper’s assertions that the Katyn and total massacre 
numbers had never been established. 

157 FCO LRD, no. 10, p. 6. 

108 PR ° S( r ) . F H ' S4 | { 1 , 37 ' f 943 re P° m on Katyn Massacre and Polish-Soviet rela- 
tions The 1 olish-Bntish Historical Commission’s publication of Second 
, orld V\ ar intelligence reports in July 2005 merely represented a much 
belated sop to Polish susceptibilities. 













8 Soviet and Polish communist 
control of the truth about Katyn 

The conflict with national memory 


Soviet ‘management’ of the truth about Katyn 

The renewed public interest in Katyn in Britain in the early to mid-1970s, 
especially the proposed erection of a memorial to its victims in London, 
provoked a strong Soviet and PRL diplomatic reaction to its various 
aspects. The CPSL politburo discussed the question on 15 April 1971. It 
confirmed instructions for the Soviet ambassadors to London and (when 
appropriate) to Warsaw to express Soviet 'surprise and indignation’ to the 
British FCO against the forthcoming BBC broadcast and the ‘slanderous’ 
publications appearing on the issue. The politburo reiterated the standard 
Burdenko line on German guilt claiming that this had been recognised at 
Nuremberg. The FCO was to be asked to take appropriate steps to prevent 
the circulation of material designed by its authors to worsen relations 
between Britain and the USSR. 1 The Central Committee was informed 
that the Polish 'friends’ would be seconding the above actions.* 

Ippolitov, the Soviet Counsellor in the Warsaw embassy, thus protested 
against the forthcoming BBC2 broadcast, even before it took place. His 
note demanded that the FCO ‘take due measures in order to prevent the 
dissemination in Britain of the above slanderous materials’. 3 The British 
ambassador in Warsaw, Thomas Brimelow, replied that the Soviets should 
not prejudge the issue. While the BBC was an independent body it would 
be informed of Soviet representations. The complaint and warning was 
repeated in early April.'’ Kozyrev, the Soviet Deputy-Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, repeated stock phrases about the provocative anti-Soviet campaign 
taking place in London, in September 1972. He expressed the hope that 
HMG ‘would take all appropriate measures to prevent the erection of the 
memorial in London to the victims of the Katyn massacre’. 5 This was taken 
a step further by the Soviet ambassador in London, Mikhail N. 
Smirnovsky, in his meeting with Douglas-Home on 7 March 1973.° He reit¬ 
erated Kozyrev’s protest against the Katyn memorial proposal and cam¬ 
paign. His demand that HMG ‘take all appropriate measures to see that 
the so-called memorial is not erected’ met with what by now had become 
the standard response: the inscription had not been authorised officially, 


IA 
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the Government had no control over local government bodies and the 
project should be ignored by governments and starved of publicity. 7 

The Katyn controversy abated, and died away, in Britain with the unveil¬ 
ing of the Katyn obelisk in Gunnersbuiy cemetery in 1976. The Soviet 
leadership, however, decided in April to take Douglas-Home’s advice and 
to forego further official diplomatic moves. The Soviet Foreign Office and 
the CC Foreign Department were to coordinate a more effective response 
with the Poles. s ‘The aim was to counter and neutralise anti-socialist and 
anti-Soviet actions and campaigns in the West in connection with the 
“Katyn Affair”.' 9 The growth of domestic dissidence in Gierek’s Poland, 
especially strong intellectual opposition to a constitutional amendment 
laying down Polish-Soviet friendship, made the Brezhnev leadership 
particularly sensitive on this point. Significantly, this politburo decision 
also instructed the KGB to give Western ruling circles an unofficial 
warning. ‘The renewed use of anti-Soviet falsehoods, of various origins, 
would be regarded by the Soviet Government as especially provocative, 
and as being aimed to worsen the international situation.’ 10 

The mature Brezhnev line on Katyn is set out in a detailed document, of 
uncertain, but likely CC secretariat, origins included in the 1992 Yeltsin 
folder." Almost certainly written in March 1976, it responded to develop¬ 
ments in Britain and the early signs of growing dissidence in the PRL. After 
restating the official line on the Polish PoWs having been killed by the 
Germans in autumn 1941, Goebbels’ propagandist use of the issue and the 
authoritative character of the Burdenko Report, the document repeats the 
false claim for communist bloc usage that German guilt was recognised at 
Nuremberg. The main burnt of the argument aimed to discredit the US Con¬ 
gress Committee’s findings as well as the O’Malley Report whose release was 
fuelling tire Katyn debate in Britain. Knowing Soviet practices, one wonders 
what really lay behind the concluding emphasis on the anxiety which the 
anti-Soviet campaign over Katyn was allegedly causing Gierek’s leadership 
team. The claim that this had led the Poles to request consultation with their 
Soviet comrades ‘on the means for counter-acting the propaganda pressure 
of hostile centres’ might equally well have meant exaedy the opposite. Were 
there leadership voices on the Polish side asking for a lancing of the Katyn 
boil who had to be brought to heel? What we do know is that despite being 
weakened by his climbdown over a failed price increase in summer 1976 
Gierek subsequendy did little to clamp down effectively on the intellectual, as 
against working-class, dissidents who propagated the Katyn theme. 

The Soviet drive to control the truth about Katyn involved erasing its 
name, as much as possible, from maps and publications. The reference to it 
in the 1953 edition of the Soviet Encyclopedia, a concise summary of the Bur¬ 
denko case, was dropped in 1973. Strict censorship instructions dictated 
how Katyn should be written about following the standard Burdenko 
version, whenever it became absolutely essential to mention the subject in 
the mass media. The Soviet authorities also tried to confuse the issue of 
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their failure to erect a full memorial at Katyn by publicising the significance 
of a village with a similar sounding name. Khatyn, a small and otherwise 
obscure village in Belarus, about 30 miles to the north east of Minsk and 
160 miles west of Katyn, was suddenly favoured with massive Soviet media 
attention from 1969 onwards. 1 * Khatyn was one of 136 Belarusan villages 
where all the inhabitants had been slaughtered by the Nazis during the 
Second World War. A large memorial complex was built in 1969. It 
became the focus of the usual compulsory factory and school visits, media 
publicity and a brochure, available in no less than six languages. President 
Richard Nixon’s unwise visit to Khatyn during his 1974 trip to the USSR 
allowed his hosts to publicise the Khatyn memorial. 13 The Soviets thus 
attempted to discredit the Katyn memorial campaign in London and to 
confuse Khatyn with Katyn in Western minds. 14 

The Gorbachev/Yeltsin fes and how the truth was revealed 

The State Security Committee (KGB) chairman Aleksandr Shelepin sent 
CPSU First Secretary Nikita Khruschev an important note on the documents 
concerning the 1940 massacre on 9 March 1959.' 5 Shelepin reminded 
Khruschev that the executions had been carried out on the basis of decisions 
taken by the CPSU politburo on 5 March 1940 and by the Special Troika 
which it established. The invesugadon files for 21857 executed Poles, along 
with other relevant material, had been stored in a sealed room in the KGB 
headquarters. No information had been released on the affair to anyone 
since 1940. Shelepin considered that the files did not now have any ‘opera- 
donal or historical value’, either for the Soviet organs or for their Polish 
friends. ‘Quite the contrary, any unforeseen indiscreuon whatsoever, could 
lead to the deconspiradon of the operadon which had been carried out, with 
all the undesirable consequences which this would entail for our state. Any 
such leak would undermine the Burdenko version blaming the Germans. 
Shelepin therefore proposed that all the evidence files on the individuals 
shot in 1940 should be destroyed. Answers to any future queries from the 
CPSU CC or the Soviet Government could be drawn from the protocols of 
the Special Troika and the documents implementing its decisions. Not con- 
sdtudng a large amount they could easily be stored in the First Secietary s 
Special File. Annexed to the foregoing material in the 1992 folder was a four- 
line-long draft decision, implemenung the above, to be submitted for 
approval by the presidium of the CC CPSU. 16 No written documentation 
confirming the desmiction of the evidence files has emerged. All that one 
has is the reported testimony of a former KGB Colonel in 1994—1995 that 
Khruschev gave verbal orders that the investigauon files be destroyed. 1 ' The 
Special Troika protocols have also not been found. 

The process which led Gorbachev to reveal the truth of Soviet respons¬ 
ibility in 1990 and to begin the process of releasing the relevant docu¬ 
ments was by no means straightforward. As with many other steps in his 
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reform process, which has been amply discussed elsewhere, he had to be 
pushed and bounced into taking this momentous step by others. 1 * 1 A key 
role was played by academics and journalists outside the communist party 
apparat who were encouraged and protected by reformists such as Alek¬ 
sandr Yakovlev within it. The key documents, handed over by Chief 
Archivist Pikhoya to Walesa on 14 October 1992, throw a somewhat selec¬ 
tive, and far from condnuous, light on a number of key episodes by which 
the truth about the 1940 massacre emerged between 1988 and 1991. 

The first of these concerns the last ditch effort by Gorbachev and 
Jaruzelski to rescue the Polish-Soviet relationship from the odium being 
heaped upon it by Glasnost revelations of Stalinist crimes. 19 The CPSU 
politburo endorsed a number of suggestions, in preparadon for Gor¬ 
bachev’s visit to Poland of 11—14 July 1988. 3 ’ The building of a memorial 
complex to the victims at Katyn, with Polish collaboration, and the easing 
of travel visits to the site by reladves had been proposed by Foreign Minis¬ 
ter Edward Shevardnadze supported by two leading reformists, Yakovlev 
and V.A. Medvedev. 21 This, apparently, responded to repeated requests by 
Jaruzelski and other prominent PZPR figures, notably Mieczyslaw F. 
Rakowski, Marian Orzechowski and General Jozef Baryta. The conservative 
ex-KGB Chairman (1982-1988) Viktor M. Chebrikov, however, proposed 
that a memorial should also be erected to the 500 Soviet PoWs allegedly 
shot on the site, according to the Burdenko version, after having been 
forced by the Germans to carry out their exhumation work. The decision 
to build the Katyn memorial complex was agreed by Gorbachev and 
Jaruzelski in Warsaw and confirmed by the CPSU politburo on 1 Septem¬ 
ber. 22 Gorbachev, conceding that many Poles considered that Stalin and 
Beria were guilty of Katyn, also promised a meeting of Polish intellectuals, 
held in Warsaw’s Royal Castle on 14 July 1988, that he would accept the 
truth. The way ahead was for historians to carry out a scrupulous investiga¬ 
tion to determine the truth about the tragedy. 

Gorbachev’s leadership was stimulated into the final year-long stage of 
considering the Katyn question during spring 1989 by a report from 
Valentin Falin, the head of the CPSU CC International Department. 23 He 
noted that an ROPWiM delegation, headed by its chairman, General 
Roman Paszkowski, was planning to collect a symbolic urn of soil from 
Katyn at the end of March, for reburial in Warsaw. ‘The Katyn affair was 
disturbing social peace in Poland’ in the run up to the Round Table 
which had just opened. As the Poles attributed responsibility to Stalin and 
Beria, the attempt by Jaruzelski’s leadership to balance loyalty to the 
Soviet Union with the satisfaction of Polish society through such gestures 
should be supported. Foreign Minister Shevardnadze took up Falin’s con¬ 
clusion that the Polish press and opposition were demanding the clarifica¬ 
tion of the wider problem of the fate of the Starobelsk and Ostashkov 
PoWs. He conceded that the Soviet side in the Joint Historical Commis¬ 
sion during the previous two years had stood still. They had not been 
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authorised to resolve the Katyn ‘Blank Spot’ by being given the docu¬ 
ments with which to challenge Burdenko. 24 The situation had now 
become so critical that Polish Official Press Spokesman Jerzy Urban 
attempted to quieten the academic and press furore by accepting de facto 
that the PoWs had been killed by the Soviets in spring 1940. Shevard¬ 
nadze’s crucial conclusions for the politburo, supported by Falin and KGB 
chairman (1988-1991) Vladimir A. Kryuchkov, deserve quotation in full: 

We will, probably, be unable to avoid clarifying the tragic affairs of the 
past to the PRL leadership and Polish society. Time, in this instance, ts 
not our ally. It may become useful to say how matters were in leality 
and who, specifically, was guilty of what occurred, and thus close the 
matter. The cost of taking such measures will, in the last analysis, be 
less in comparison to the losses incurred by the current delay. 

Thus primed, the politburo instructed the KGB, the Ministry of Foieign 
Affairs and the CC Departments of International and Ideological Affairs 
on 31 March to prepare proposals, within a month, on the ‘further Soviet 
tactical line on the Katyn question’. 25 The subsequent report of 22 April, 
however, reflected either the confused state of the available documenta¬ 
tion or undecided and negative responses by the actons and institutions 
involved. 2 " It reported that only a part of the 12000 (sic!) Polish officers 
massacred in 1940 were killed at Katyn. Polish and Western sources indi¬ 
cated that the remainder perished at Bologoe and Dergachii. The Soviet 
procuracy, in collaboration with the KGB, should be instructed to carry 
out a scrupulous investigation in order to finally clarify the affair. Hopes 
that positive results could be achieved, and announced, before Jaruzelski s 
working visit to Moscow of 27-28 April, proved unrealistic. 2 ' The procu¬ 
racy investigation, as discussed in the next section, was to grind on, in one 
form or another, until 1993, when it practically came to a halt. 

As a result of dogged detective work and nosing around in the archives 
by academic historians during 1988-1989 the CPSU apparatus was 
mobilised into suggesting to Gorbachev that the time had come to accept 
Soviet responsibility for the 1940 massacre, publicly. The unstated 
problem was, however, how to massage the embarrassing fact that he 
probably already knew this from the contents of the personal file which 
was handed on directly from the outgoing First Secretary to his successor. 
Falin reported on 22 February 1990 that Natalia Lebedeva, Valcntyna 
Parsadonova and Yurii N. Zoria had been permitted to work in the party’s 
Special Archive and the Central State Archives of the USSR Council of 
Ministers as well as of the October Revolution (TsGANKh). 23 They had 
uncovered previously unknown NKVD DPA and Central Executive of the 
Escort Troops documents of the 1939-1940 period concerning Katyn. 
This material confirmed that the fate of over 14000 Polish internees in 
the special camps at Kozclsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov had been con- 
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sidered on various occasions by Beria and Merkulov and the investigation 
teams which had prepared material for the NKVD Special College. The 
internees had been placed at the disposal of the relevant oblast NKVDs 
during April-May 1940, under conditions of the highest secrecy, on the 
basis of centrally drawn up lists using a single general numbering system. 
The lists were accompanied by the order that agents, informers and indi¬ 
viduals having potential operational value should be excluded and 
retained. Unlike usual practice, commandants were ordered merely to 
mark in their camp index that the prisoners had departed. 

Falin noted that the prisoners held in the three camps up until 
April-May 1940 did not appear in any subsequent NKVD statistics. Their 
personal files were worked over by the NKVD First (Special) Department 
and stored in its archive. The historians’ findings, with the implicit con¬ 
clusion that they had been shot by the NKVD, had now been accepted 
for publication during June-July. 29 This would create a radically new 
situation. The authorities, faced even with these partial documentary 
revelations, could no longer defend the Burdenko version. They should 
take advantage of the forthcoming 50th anniversary of the 1940 mas¬ 
sacre to revise their position. Although the direct orders concerning the 
Katyn tragedy had not as yet come to light, sufficient evidence had been 
found to discredit Burdenko. The indications were that the massacre was 
the responsibility of the NKVD and, personally, that of Beria and 
Merkulov. ‘The necessity of liquidating the political aspects of the 
problem and at the same time to prevent emotional outbursts’ led Falin 
to propose that Jaruzelski be told of the new developments. He should 
also be consulted over how Soviet and Polish society could best be 
informed. 

Although we lack further documentation concerning the subsequent 
debate it is clear that the Gorbachev leadership accepted Falin’s proposal. 
On 13 April 1990, Katyn Memorial Day commemorating the 1943 German 
announcement, the TASS agency made the above policy public. In a his¬ 
toric statement it expressed apologies and declared that Katyn was ‘one of 
the heaviest Stalinist crimes’. 3 " The two folders of documents handed over 
by Gorbachev to Jaruzelski on the same day, during his Moscow visit, 
however, barely constituted a start in documenting this new reality. 31 The 
14793 names of the victims in the three camps nevertheless went far 
beyond Moszyriski’s list, which was particularly incomplete for Ostashkov 
with only 1200 names. 32 The 1990 documents have been categorised 
under the following additional headings by the leading authority on the 
subject. 33 NKVD notes and correspondence concerning PoWs; 45 trans¬ 
portation lists, containing 4419 names, sent to Kozelsk with the order that 
they be placed at the disposal of the Smolensk NKVD 34 : a directory of 4031 
personal files of Starobelsk inmates. 35 The 1990 files and TASS announce¬ 
ment were not a direct disavowal of Burdenko or an explicit admission of 
Soviet guilt for the 1940 massacre, although they were understood as such 
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by the Poles. Gorbachev did so only implicitly, by opening up the way for 
that conclusion to be documented. 

Soviet communism collapsed and the USSR broke up after the failed 
coup of August 1991. The President of the new Russian Federal Republic, 
Boris Yeltsin, banned the CPSU and revealed its crimes politically by 
accusing it before the Constitutional Court. He also opened the archives 
to historians. 36 This broke the final barrier on access to the relevant docu¬ 
mentation concerning the 1940 massacre, particularly as the issue was 
used to discredit Gorbachev’s hesitations, and possible insincerity, on the 
subject. Yakovlev reports Gorbachev as having handed over the sealed 
envelope on Katyn to Yeltsin in December 1991 in a manner which indi¬ 
cated that he had long known its contents and implications. 37 The crucial 
42 documents concerning Katyn were handed over by Pikhoya to Walesa 
in Warsaw on 14 October 1992. The photocopies of the original Russian 
documents along with their Polish translations were quickly published in 
full, as well as in the order given, by the Institute of Political Sciences of 
the Polish Academy of Sciences. They came from the so-called ‘Set No 1 ’ 
in the First Secretary’s Special Archive (Osobyi Arkhiv) which had been 
incorporated into the Presidential Archive of the Russian Republic 
(APRF) on 31 December 1991. The nine key documents included the 
shattering 5 March 1940 politburo decision but not the records of the 
NKVD Special College or Katyn Troika. This somewhat sparse material was 
clearly selected according to Yeltsin’s political criteria of his current 
struggle with communism, so there is no way of knowing how complete 
the material is. 

On the other hand, these documents settled the issue of Soviet respons¬ 
ibility for the 1940 massacre and outlined its general parameters beyond 
all doubt. The remaining documents concerned the subsequent Soviet 
cover up and defensive acuons. Only two documents deal with the 
Shclepin-Khruschev exchanges of 1959 on the burning of the investiga¬ 
tion files. This left the issue in a particularly incomplete, unsatisfactory 
and unresolved state. The British Katyn memorial dispute, by contrast, was 
reasonably well covered in the 12 documents examined earlier. The final 
18 documents covered the evolution of the Katyn question within the 
communist leadership during 1988-1991 as well as the early stage of the 
procuracy investigation. This group is largely significant in revealing the 
hesitant and uncertain attitude of Gorbachev’s central party bureaucracy 
to the issue. It also shows the importance of reform communist patrons 
such as Yakovlev and Falin for letting the academics loose into the 
archives. A somewhat wider range of Second World War topics was 
covered in the 60 documents brought back from Moscow in November 
1992 by Professor Marian Wojcicchowski, the Director of the Main Polish 
State Archives. 38 
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Katyn in post-communist Russian politics: the Procuracy 
investigations 

Early in the life of the democratic Third Republic the Polish Council of 
Ministers decided on 24 September 1989 that its diplomats and procuracy 
should work to accelerate the Soviet investigation into Katyn. Jozef Zyto, 
the General Procurator, wrote on 9 October 1989 to Soviet Procurator 
Alexandr Sukharev, requesting officially that an investigation be opened 
into the killing of the Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov PoWs. Sukharev 
gave a vacillating reply and seemed to be playing for time while the Gor¬ 
bachev leadership made up its mind on the issue. Events had, however, 
slipped sufficiently out of Moscow’s control for the Ukrainian Provincial 
Procuracy in Kharkov to announce on 22 March 1990 that it was opening 
an investigation into the mass graves, mainly concerning the Polish offi¬ 
cers from Starobelsk whose bodies had recently been discovered in the 
sixth section of the Kharkov forest-park. Gorbachev’s handing over of the 
first folder of NKVD documents to Jaruzelski and the TASS announce¬ 
ment of 13 April 1990 transformed the situation concerning the 1940 mas¬ 
sacre fundamentally. This facilitated the appointment of an investigation 
team in Kharkov, which started work in early May. 

Polish Foreign Minister Krzysztof Skubiszewski’s conversations with 
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze during his Moscow visit of 10-16 September 
1990 accelerated the Soviet Procuracy investigation into the fate of the 
Polish officers held in the three camps. Gorbachev enjoined the Procu¬ 
racy, KGB and Ministry of the Interior to ‘ensure conditions for finding 
and examining archival materials connected with the repression of Poles, 
who found themselves on the territory of the USSR in 1939, and to 
present the appropriate conclusions’. 39 The Main Procuracy of the Soviet 
Army associated the Polish Procuracy with the Soviet inquiry by asking it 
officially, on 25 December, to open a supporting investigation. The Minis¬ 
ter of Justice, Aleksander Bentkowski, had already appointed deputy 
Procurator General Stefan Sniezko to oversee the Polish inquiiy into 
Katyn, and he moved smoothly into his new role. Together with a military 
procurator, Colonel S. Przyjemski, and procurator Henryk Stawryllo from 
the Ministry of Justice, he met the Soviet investigation team in Moscow on 
18-20 December to ascertain the progress being made and to coordinate 
further actions and meetings. 40 The main Polish investigation work was 
carried out by Sniezko’s two assistants, procurators Zbigniew Mielecki and 
Kolodziej. They assembled the Robel Archive, took numerous depositions 
and facilitated exhumations in Kharkov and Mednoe in July-August 1991 
and Katyn in November 1991. 41 

The Soviet Military Procuracy, headed by Colonel Aleksandr 
Vladimirovich Treteckii, was at its most active during this period in track¬ 
ing down and interviewing surviving participants and witnesses such as 
Tokarev, Soprunenko and Syromatnikov. By May 1991 Gorbachev was 
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informed of the investigators’ preliminary conclusion. This was that the 
Polish PoWs from Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov had been shot 
during April-May 1940 on the basis of a decision by the NKVD Special 
College. Witness statements indicated that there was also a party decision 
signed by Stalin so the Procuracy requested that this document be sought 
out in tlie party archives and sent to it. The Soviet Procuracy had also 
agreed, at their joint meeting on 19 April, to Sniezko’s request for further 
exhumations and that photocopies of all the relevant documentation be 
made available to the Polish side. 42 Gorbachev, buffeted by the ongoing 
party battle between reformers and hardliners, thus found himself pressed 
to the wall on the Katyn issue by these developments. Considerable evid¬ 
ence - formal complaints that the Katyn investigation was being hindered 
by hardliners - indicates that this conflict was replicated within the Mili¬ 
tary Procuracy. 43 

There is no direct evidence that Gorbachev learnt the truth about the 
1940 massacre from the contents of the First Secretary’s Special File only 
in December 1991, as he claimed. Officially, he would have had to unseal 
special envelopes and sign a usage list in order to do so, but it is difficult 
to believe that he would not have had a good look through the Special 
File on becoming First Secretary in 1985. There was considerable contro¬ 
versy, therefore, over whether he actually knew the U'uth from 1989, at the 
latest, as claimed by Yeltsin, or earlier. 44 Events, however, conspired 
against him taking the final decision on the issue. After the failed August 
1991 cotip the newly reorganised Procuracy of the Russian Republic took 
over. The Katyn investigation was assigned to Lieutenant Colonel Anatolii 
Yablokov, who the Poles considered as effective and sympathetic as his 
predecessor. As we have seen, repeated questioning produced key evid¬ 
ence in the transcripts of the Tokarev and five Syromatnikov interviews, 
qualified written answers by Soprunenko and recollecuons by secondary 
figures such as Klimov and Titkov. 

The peak period for Polish—Soviet—Russian judicial, archival and acade¬ 
mic collaboration was from 1990 until about 1993, after which activity 
diminished, contacts became more formal and the issue increasingly lost 
its political salience. The question marks still remaining over the politic¬ 
ally selective character of the folders of Katyn documents handed over by 
Gorbachev in 1990 and Yeltsin in 1992 have already been noted. The 
absence of the PoW individual investigation files was noted early on. Not 
everyone was convinced, particularly the Katyn pressure groups by the 
accompanying record of their intended destruction by Khruschev and 
Shepilov in 1959. 

Given such enormous gaps, in both the judicial evidence and the acad¬ 
emic record, the most promising avenue for further progress seemed to 
lie in the field of archival collaboration and the exchange of documents. 
Forty-three out of the 150 volumes of evidence gathered by the Soviet Mili¬ 
tary Procuracy were brought to Poland by 1992. 45 An enormous amount of 
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photocopied documentation, 240000 pages, of which about 70000 
concern the 1940 massacre, was also brought to Poland by the Military 
Archival Commission (WKA). The key development for historians, at least, 
was the visit of the Head of the Archives of the Russian Republic, Profes¬ 
sor Rudolf G. Pikhoya, to Warsaw in April 1992. The agreement which he 
signed with the Main Direction of the Polish State Archives produced joint 
Russo-Polish archival cooperation culminating in the publication of the 
main documentary source for the first half of this book. The three-volume 
Katyn: Documents Concerning the Atrocity, published in Warsaw in 1995, 1998 
and 2001 (with a fourth volume envisaged as completing the series in 
2005), has now established itself as the primary source for elucidating the 
historical context to, the organisation and implementation of, and the 
consequences of the 1940 massacre. The Central Military Archive in Rem- 
bertow, on the fringe of the Warsaw conurbation, now also holds photo¬ 
copies of the original documents from which they were selected.* On the 
other hand, only the first volume of the parallel Russian versions has been 
published, despite the terms of the original agreement. 47 Professor 
Pikhoya was dismissed from, or eased out of, his post as Chief Archivist of 
the Russian Federation in early 1996. Amy Knight has demonstrated how 
the security services acted as ‘gatekeepers’ to the archives by ‘controlling 
what documents are to be released and who has access to them’. 48 They 
collaborated with conservative apparatchiks in Yeltsin’s Russia to maintain 
society’s ‘collective amnesia’ on Stalinism. 

The emergence of Peasant-Left (PSL-SLD) governments in Poland 
after 1993 saw a crucial shift in the way in which the 1940 massacre issue 
was dealt with. Once Boris Yeltsin had consolidated his power, after the 
Duma revolt in 1993, he had to compete with the communists and Zhiri¬ 
novsky’s extreme nationalists. His interest in fostering wider democratisa- 
tion, by compromising the communists through revealing Stalinist crimes, 
also diminished as it might have threatened his presidential power. 
Bozena Lojek is correct to point out that the possibility of identifying and 
prosecuting surviving perpetrators, thus establishing the historical truth 
about the episode and of achieving a measure of justice within the legal- 
judicial framework, passed away for good in the mid-1990s. 4H It was largely 
replaced by the campaign to commemorate the massacre through appro¬ 
priate monuments at the burial sites as well as in cemeteries and churches. 
Prime Minister Waldemar Pawlak entrusted this effort to Stefan Sniezko. 
He was appointed chairman of the Committee to Commemorate the 
Katyn Crime, established on 19 August 1994. 

The Katyn pressure groups, notably the PFK and NKHBZK in Poland 
and Memorial in Russia, were consequently faced with diminishing public 
support for their calls for the Russian and Polish criminal investigations to 
continue to clarify the problem. The PFK and NKHBZK sent a memoran¬ 
dum to the Polish Government in October 1994 stating that the Katyn 
investigation had reached ‘a critical stage’. The Russian Republic, as the 
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successor to the Soviet state, bore full responsibility for the atrocity; it had 
not released all the relevant documentation and evidence and should be 
prevailed upon to do so/’" The Katyn lobby received no reply to this, as 
well as to a string of further declarations, during the 1990s. 9 ' Exhumations 
were resumed in the three burial sites under ROPWiM auspices in 1994 
but without any procurators! presence or participation. Only the Ukrain¬ 
ian Procuracy took an interest in the parallel Bykovna exhumations in 
1996. By that time Treteckii and Yablokov had been replaced by M. Anisi¬ 
mov and his assistant S. Szatamayov in the Russian Procuracy investigation. 

The Polish Katyn lobby were also concerned by numerous attempts by 
Russians, taking advantage of the new political and press freedoms, during 
the mid- to late 1990s, to deny Soviet responsibility for the 1940 massacre. 
This could take a blatantly polemical and primitive form, accepting the 
Burdenko version in full, as with Mukhin’s Katyn Detective in 1995. - But it 
could also unconsciously echo the British FO’s reservations about parts of 
the evidence, especially the forensic-medical findings, not establishing 
Soviet guilt conclusively. The Committee of Experts servicing Yablokov’s 
Russian Procuracy investigation concluded in 1993 that the exhumation 
evidence established the fact of the crime but did not give a full answer as 
to its date or the perpetrators and their motives. 9 ’ Pointing out the gaps 
and inconsistencies in the evidence might have been understandable 
before 1990. The Katyn lobby was, however, quick to point out that doing 
so after Gorbachev’s admission and Yeltsin’s release of the NKVD evid¬ 
ence was a wholly perverse, and politically motivated, attempt to cloud 
and mitigate the issue of Stalinist guilt. Professor Felix Rudinskii, for 
example, had defended the GPSU against Yeltsin’s charges of criminality 
and genocide before the Constitutional Court in 1992. He argued in 1998 
that the CPSU should be cleared of responsibility for Katyn. His main 
argument was that the documents handed over to the Poles and the signa¬ 
tures on the 5 March 1940 decision had never been checked to see if they 
had been falsified. 54 He also argued, in a method associated with the 
Holocaust revisionist David Irving, that there was no documentary, and 
signed for, evidence that successive First Secretaries of the CPSU, includ¬ 
ing Gorbachev, had received the secret package, so it could easily have 
been tampered with. 

The London Govemment-in-Exile and the Home Army 

As noted in Chapter 6, two delegations of Poles, followed by individual 
visits, went to Katyn in April 1943 and confirmed that the missing Polish 
PoWs had, almost certainly, been massacred by the Soviets. The Govern- 
ment-in-Exile and the AK gave the Polish Red Cross and the Main Welfare 
Council some leeway in their dealings with the Germans. Apart from that, 
however, as evidenced by Mackiewicz’s suspended death sentence and AK 
condemnation of the ‘reptile press’, all German overtures for anti-Soviet 
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collaboration were rebuffed. The London Government’s delegate in 
German-occupied Poland, Jan Stanislaw Jankowski, issued a declaration 
on 30 April 1943 accepting Soviet responsibility for Katyn but denouncing 
German attempts to exploit the massacre for propaganda purposes. 55 The 
breaking off of diplomatic relations by the Soviets worsened the prevailing 
gloomy atmosphere by indicating that Stalin wanted not only to destroy 
Poland’s elites but also to maintain a free hand in controlling Poland’s 
future fate through subservient agents. 9fi This mood of cynical pessimism 
and lack of belief in Western support helps to explain the AK’s desperate 
last throw in the summer 1994 Warsaw Uprising and the grim resistance, 
however quixotic, by its successor WiN and other movements in the cam¬ 
ouflaged civil war up until 1947. 

The Polish Government-in-Exile kept its British ally fully informed of 
the German propaganda campaign over Katyn in occupied Poland. The 
main Polish theme was that the Polish people and their leaders ‘engaged 
in a life and death struggle against Germany - have consistently refused to 
collaborate in any way with the Germans’. They started to prepare for the 
Red Army’s entry into Poland, however, by ordering the AK on 25 
October 1943 to get ready for a general uprising at the appropriate time. 
Mikolajczyk’s Government, therefore, gave the Allies ample notice of their 
wish to incorporate what became the Buna (Tempest) strategy, leading to 
the summer 1944 Warsaw Uprising, ‘in the general strategic plans of the 
Allies’. 57 AK sources recorded the German initiatives over the sending of 
the delegations from occupied Poland to Katyn and the unsuccessful 
German propaganda drive to utilise the Soviet massacre to convince the 
Polish people to volunteer for work in Germany and to shift sides against 
Bolshevik barbarism. 5 ” The keynote conclusions noted the total ‘absence 
of any political engagements’ or guarantees in favour of Poland or 'defi¬ 
nite solutions of the Polish question as an alternative to Bolshevik oppres¬ 
sion’ by the Nazis. The result for the Poles was that ‘the Katyn propaganda 
offensive has only been to confirm them in the feeling that there is no 
essential difference between their Eastern and Western oppressors’. 99 

Katyn and the PRL 

The massacre of the Polish PoWs in 1940 had important consequences, 
both for Polish-Soviet relations and for the way in which communist 
power was established in Poland. 1 *’ The Polish Army in the USSR was 
largely staffed by Soviet officers as the number of Gryazovets survivors who 
collaborated was minuscule. Colonel, later General, Zygmunt Berling, 
after whom the army was popularly called, was, politically, a largely figure¬ 
head commander of the Kosciuszko Division in 1943-1944. hl He was side¬ 
lined, subsequently, as even he, did not prove a reliable enough stooge, 
like Marshal Michal Rola-Zymierski, for the Stalinists.® Most of the Polish 
officers in the West, and a large percentage of those who had been in 
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German captivity, did not return to an increasingly communist-dominated 
Poland after 1945. Those who did were distrusted and usually purged by 
the Muscovite faction of the PPR/PZPR led by Boleslaw Bierut. 61 Con- 
sequendy, the Polish army had to be staffed by Soviet officers during the 
Stalinist period. Hardly surprisingly, one of the most powerful (and suc¬ 
cessful) demands of the Polish October of 1956 was that the Russian officers 
and specialist ‘advisers’, led by Defence Minister and PZPR politburo 
member Marshal Konstanty Rokossowski, should ‘go home’. w 

Berling and a Union of Polish Patriots delegation visited Katyn on 30 
January' 1944 in order to reinforce the launch of the Burdenko line.® A 
Starobelsk survivor, who had personally heard the notorious phrase about 
the Soviet ‘mistake’ in 1940 from Beria’s own lips, no Pole was better 
informed than Berling about the real truth of the fate of his colleagues.® 
His Fausuan pact with the Soviets was not made easily, but he has been 
roundly condemned for trotting out the lies required by the Soviets at 
Katyn calling for vengeance against the German perpetrators of the 
crime. 67 The Soviet authorides took up this theme by collecting money to 
fund the establishment of a tank unit designated as the ‘Avengers of 
Katyn’. 

The PPR gradually built up its monopoly of power in Poland by about 
the 1947 election under the shield of the Red Army and the Polish com¬ 
munist political and security bodies which supported it against residual 
Home Army and domestic opposition. The Provisional Government, 
headed by Edward Osobka-Morawski (PPS), also included non-communist 
figures like the Peasant Party (PSL), and ex-London leader Mikolajczyk as 
Deputy Premier. There was, therefore, a period of genuine coalition and 
mixed power sharing until 1947, with the communist drive for monopoly 
power being particularly contested under ambiguous near-civil-war 
conditions. This explains why the PPR attempt to organise a contra- 
Nuremberg supporting the Soviet version of Katyn proved such a fiasco in 
this period and why it was not relaunched during the short classical Stalin¬ 
ist period of about 1948-1954. The evidence suggests that Minister of 
Justice Henryk Swiqtkowski and Attorney General Jerzy Sawicki sounded 
Mikolajczyk out in 1945 about the possibility of a Katyn trial under Polish 
auspices. Mikolajczyk’s refusal to collaborate in establishing the Burdenko 
version of Nazi German guilt was probably instrumental in Moscow, 
according to Zawodny, eventually dropping the issue. 68 Numerous articles, 
however, appeared in the pro-communist press propagating the Burdenko 
line during 1945-1946. 

Campaign preparations for the show trial also included pressurising the 
Poles who had visited Katyn to retract their original positions and to 
support the Soviet line, as Hajek in Czechoslovakia and Markov in Bul¬ 
garia were doing. As we have seen. Dr Szebesta also did so, as did the RGO 
official Edmund Seyfried. The right-wing writer Ferdynand Goetel, after 
interrogation by the Military Procuracy, very sensibly fled to the West, 
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Whether Martini actually visited Minsk, Kharkov and Smolensk in order to 
obtain these documents seems highly unlikely given the confused end-of- 
war conditions. If the NKVD had been on the ball he would certainly have 
discovered documents proving German, not Soviet, responsibility! 

The Martini affair and the failed show trial demonstrated a basic 
dilemma facing the Polish communists which lasted during the whole life 
of the PRL until it faded away in 1989. Their dependence upon the USSR 
meant that they publicly had to accept the Soviet dogma of German guilt 
for Katyn, as expressed by Burdenko, unquestioningly. This was 
demonstrated most slavishly in the Stalinist publication by Boleslaw Wojci- 
cki. 76 Polish society wavered somewhat on the issue, while memories of 
German occupation atrocities were still fresh. But with the passage of 
time, especially after 1956, the overwhelming societal belief strengthened, 
whenever the issue was raised, that the Soviets were responsible. The hor¬ 
rible crime at Katyn became a symbol of Polish-Soviet relations and an 
extremely harmful one at that, as it was an additional factor undermining 
the legitimacy of communist leaderships. 77 

The Polish Stalinists were as servile over Katyn as over most other 
issues. They arrested various individuals, most of whom were family rela¬ 
tives of Katyn victims or directly connected in some other way. A court in 
Lodz sentenced Zofia Dwornik, a student at the Film School, to a year s 
imprisonment in 1951 for telling her friends that the NKVD had mur¬ 
dered her father who had been held in Starobelsk and her brother-in-law 
who had been detained in Kozelsk. Two of the wartime PoWs taken to 
Katyn by their German captors in 1943, who had thus become convinced 
of Soviet guilt, were jailed for longer terms.' 8 

The Muscovite Stalinist leadership of Boleslaw Bierut fully abetted 
Soviet condemnation of the US Congressional Committee. Its hearings 
were reported as having ‘aroused greatest possible interest in Poland and 
as having led to increased listening of the VOA. The regime responded 
with a string of bitter articles accusing the US of reviving Goebbels and of 
‘whitewashing the real murderers’ in order to make the Wehrmacht 
respectable as an anti-Soviet force. The Burdenko Report was republished, 
but without overmuch comment, as ‘individual Poles say that the Russian 
story is patently absurd’. 79 The Korean War exacerbated US-Polish rela¬ 
tions even further. The State Department sent the Polish embassy in 
Washington a formal protest on 21 March 1952 against an ‘abusive press 
release’, dated 3 March, attacking the Madden Committee. This was 
described as ‘a calculated and completely baseless attack on the US and its 
Congress’, which had ‘exceeded the limits of propriety’. In view of such 
‘outrageous and improper action’ the embassy was told to cease publica¬ 
tion of such releases. 80 The polemics continued, however, when the 
Madden Committee adjourned to London. Radio Warsaw attacked 
O’Konski as a paid agent of Hitler and Goebbels while the committee was 
accused of treating London as the capital of an occupied country. 
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Condemnation of Nazi war crimes and atrocities in Poland continued 
unabated during the life of the PRL; it remained one of the communist 
system’s few popular themes during reform periods right up until the mid- 
1970s. 81 This theme was publicised particularly strongly by the Stalinists 
and Moczar’s Partisan faction. Institutionally it was propagated by the 
Main Commission for Investigating Crimes against the Polish Nation 
(GKBZpNP). The communist elite after 1956, however, held very mixed, 
sometimes schizophrenic, views as to their Soviet patron. The dominant 
elite tendency during the 1960s and 1970s became one of letting the 
Katyn question lie dormant as much as possible. No real effort was made 
to force the Poles to accept the Soviet line as long as it was not questioned 
in public. 

There has been considerable controversy over whether Wladyslaw 
Gomulka seriously considered changing the Katyn dogma, along with his 
other major policy and ideological revisions after October 1956. The idea 
appears in the reminiscences of his interpreter, Erwin Weit, who was 
allowed to leave for the West in 1969. 82 According to Gomulka’s falsified 
memoirs, My Forty Years, published in Israel, Khruschev supposedly sug¬ 
gested during their 1956-1957 meetings that the Katyn boil should be 
lanced and blamed on Stalin along with other issues that provoked Polish 
anti-Soviet reactions. There is no evidence whatsoever for this in either 
the Polish or Soviet communist party documents. On the other hand, a 
FO official considered a report in a Polish emigre weekly in 1956, that 
Gomulka had told a Union of Socialist Youth (ZMS) delegation that he 
had refused Khruschev’s suggestion to that effect, ‘plausible enough’. 83 
Gomulka denied the suggestion, categorically, just before his death 
during the Solidarity uproar in 1981 and so does Andrzej Werblan, his 
extremely well informed biographer. Khruschev also does not mention 
directly either Katyn or the Ukrainian prison shootings in either volume 
of his memoirs, even though he was First Secretary of the Ukrainian Com¬ 
munist Party at the time. 84 Reports that he established a commission to 
investigate Katyn after his Twentieth Congress speech, to see whether it 
should be accepted as yet another of Stalin’s crimes, were never con¬ 
firmed. 85 Such ideas may, or may not, have been floated in 1956, but there 
is no doubt that if they were, the communist leaders turned them down as 
they would have ‘dangerously inflamed anti-Soviet feeling in Poland’. 81 ’ 

Suggestions that Moczar’s Partisan faction wanted to harness Polish 
nationalism to the communist cause in the mid- to late 1960s by such ges¬ 
tures as admitting the Soviet responsibility for Katyn also remain specula¬ 
tive. 87 One can argue that Gomulka probably genuinely believed in his 
denunciation of the London Government-in-Exile for what he called their 
‘Katyn provocation’. He compared it to the Nazi burning of the Reichstag 
in 1933. 88 The objective truth about Katyn did not worry him one iota. He 
condemned the London Poles in Realist terms for allowing their emotions 
to lead them to support Hitlerite propaganda and to break with the USSR. 
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There is no evidence that the Katyn revelations had, in 1943, thrown him 
and his home communist colleagues in Warsaw ‘into a fresh state of 
confusion and moral crisis’. 89 Gomulka was successful in persuading 
Khruschev and the Soviet leaders in 1956 that he could pacify society and 
maintain the essentials of communist rule in Poland. It is unlikely that he 
would have taken any additional risks, either in inflaming Polish society 
and its restless intellectuals or in raising doubts about Ins orthodoxy in 
Soviet minds. He tightened his grip and the PZPR’s leading role about a 
year later, and subsequently. 90 The ‘insistent chant’ of ‘Katyn, Katyn, 
Katyn’ which greeted his speech in front of the Palace of Culture on 24 
October 1956, after the crisis had passed in Poland, but while it was just 
beginning in Hungary, probably only strengthened his authoritarian tend¬ 
encies. 91 When asked about Katyn at numerous public meetings in 1956 
Gomulka replied that raison d’etat demanded that Poland remain silent on 
the question. 

The censorship agency excluded discussion of Katyn as much as pos¬ 
sible from the public sphere after 1957, but individuals were no longer 
repressed for private discussion, as in Stalinist times. The release and 
return to Poland during 1956-1957 of considerable numbers of Poles, 
including Jews, who had been forced to remain in the USSR at the end of 
the Second World War, despite expectations, brought no new revelations 
about Katyn. Moczar’s private whispering campaign in the late 1960s 
failed to convince the FO. It noted that ‘Russian responsibility for Katyn is 
generally accepted in Poland ... if the Polish Government could possibly 
make anti-German propaganda out of it, they would’. 92 

Gomulka’s downfall in December 1970 and his replacement by Edward 
Gierek signalled the introduction of consumerist policies, a more relaxed 
domestic and external atmosphere, greater autonomy for the Roman 
Catholic Church and increasingly flexible Polish-Soviet relations. Gierek 
faced a dilemma and ‘a huge burden’ over Katyn. He genuinely wanted to 
gain popular support after the December 1970 Baltic seacoast shootings. 
He was too weak politically, however, to persuade the ossifying Brezhnev 
leadership that ‘the old inheritance of Stalin’s crimes should fully be 
exposed by a revelation of the true facts in this case’. 94 Major political 
change and reform from the top was ruled out by the invasion of Czecho¬ 
slovakia and the bloc-wide orthodoxy summed up in the Brezhnev Doc¬ 
trine. Transformation, therefore, had to be informal and was restricted to 
the levels of society and public opinion. With the passing away of the 
Second World War generation the intensity of emotions and issues such as 
Katyn weakened for the mass of society, including workers and peasants, 
as long as prosperity continued. 

After the experience of Dubcek’s failure and the 1968 Warsaw Pact 
invasion, Gierek had to prove his loyalty to Moscow in international and 
communist bloc affairs in order to be allowed to consolidate his regime 
domestically. All Soviet protests against the Katyn debate and memorial 
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proposal in Britain were, consequently, supported to the hilt by PRL 
diplomats and politicians. The Councillor and Press Attache of the Polish 
embassy in London complained to the FCO on 9 April 1971 about ‘a one¬ 
sided and tendentious campaign being organised in Britain on the 
problem of Katyn’. The Poles had already complained directly to the BBC 
about the Katyn programme. They regarded it as part of the drive aimed 
at ‘disturbing Polish-Soviet relations’ and fostering a Cold War atmo¬ 
sphere. 95 As we have seen in the previous chapter, the FCO concurred and 
considered that the problem was the memorial’s sponsors, not the Katyn 
issue itself, except for the controversy over the proposed 1940 inscription 
date. Brimelow, told by the Polish ambassador in London that the memor¬ 
ial would cause offence to both the Soviet and Polish Governments, 
replied, rather resignedly, that HMG was powerless to intervene in the 
actions of local councils and private citizens. 90 The issue reached the 
highest level when Stefan Olszewski, the Polish Foreign Minister, met his 
British equivalent, Alec Douglas-Home, in New York on 25 September 
1972. Olszewski described the Katyn memorial as a ‘matter of some polit¬ 
ical delicacy’ and an ‘unnecessary irritant’. It might trouble the improve¬ 
ment of British-Polish relations by causing ‘lasting damage’ to 
British-Soviet-Polish relations, so he urged that ‘a convenient solution’ be 
found. Douglas-Home replied that he had discouraged the memorial 
project and hoped that it would not attract much attention in the UK if 
governments ignored it. 97 Their exchange was interpreted by the FCO as 
meaning that ‘progress in Anglo-Polish relations is dependent on solu¬ 
tion’ of the Katyn memorial question. 98 The First Secretary of the Polish 
embassy in London also regretted that the issue was bedevilling 
British-Polish relations and wanted MPs supporting Neave’s Early Day 
motion to be warned off. 99 

The British embassy in Warsaw reported that Katyn was still officially a 
taboo subject and that there was no memorial to its victims in Poland. 
Society, though, had found a way around this. Local citizens had dedic¬ 
ated open ground in Warsaw’s Powqzki cemetery to their memory. 101 ’ The 
ambassador also noted that the Katyn issue continued to cloud 
British-Polish relations. Until the Poles were sure that the problem had 
passed ‘without raising a storm of publicity and Soviet ill-will’ they would 
‘find it difficult to make any move which appears to be aimed at bettering 
relations with Britain in the political (as distinct from the economic) 
field’. 1 " 1 This was a reference to British competition for Polish contracts, 
notably one for £100 million for building the Ursus tractor works outside 
Warsaw. The Katyn memorial dispute kept Anglo-Polish relations ‘dis¬ 
tinctly frosty’ during 1972 and was reckoned by the embassy to have cost 
the UK three other major contracts. 102 This was a continuing theme since 
1970 when ‘the greatest concern’ was ‘over how political explosions would 
affect development of Britain’s trade with Poland’. 103 

The memorial issue subsided on the diplomatic front as the Gierek 
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regime opened up to both its own society and the outside world and 
resigned itself to the erection of the Katyn memorial. By rmd-Apnl 1973. 
the PZPR CC Secretary in charge of foreign relations, Ryszard Frelek. con¬ 
ceded that ‘normal’ British-Soviet relations would suffice to permit good 
Anglo—Polish relations. The damage to Britain’s relations with Poland and 
the USSR was precisely what the Katyn memorial s sponsors had 
intended. 10 * Biaty, a diplomat at the Polish embassy in London, strength¬ 
ened the point. ‘Those who were behind the proposal for a Katyn Memor¬ 
ial were not relatives of those who suffered; they were rather political 
troublemakers trying to sow discord between the Soviet Union an 
Poland ,105 

The strange linkage and interplay between domestic, economic and 
international affairs was amply illustrated by an exchange within the FCO 
in February 1973. Bullard wanted to protect the Ursus tractor contract by 
having the FCO inform the Borough of Kensington and Chelsea of t e 
international implications of the Katyn memorial, and particularly of the 
significance of the 1940 date on its inscription. His political and FCO 
superiors Julian Amery MP and Thomas Brimelow disagreed. They feared 
that direct FCO intervention might lead to parliamentary questions^ 
Amery did not want to place himself in a ‘position where the FCO could 
be quoted in public as having sought to appease the Soviet Government 
by trying - almost certainly unsuccessfully, to stop the memonal . 

The Katyn movements: from political dissidence to 
democratic lobby 

Political contestation such as the Workers’ Defence Committee (KOR) 
and demands for liberalisation of the system emerged within the intelli¬ 
gentsia in 1976, well before economic collapse provoked the Solidarity 
outburst in August 1980. 108 The nourishing dissident press discussed a 
whole range of previously taboo subjects including Katyn. The opposition 
groups agreed that the truth had to be revealed about the massacre and 
its perpetrators condemned. The Roman Catholic Church suppoite t is, 
by saying masses, in various major cities, for the victims of Katyn in spring 
1979 109 Although the official line was maintained, there was greater o 
cial willingness to discuss the issue after 1975 and it crept into the public 

sphere at the 1978 Writers’Union Congress. 

The process was stimulated by a censorship official, Tomasz Strzyzewski, 
from Krakow, who succeeded in defecting to Sweden. The wide-ranging 
censorship instrucuons of the Main Department for the Control of the 
Press, Publicadons and Entertainments (GUKPPiW) which he took W! 
him were published by the dissident KOR press in London in 1977 and 
widely publicised. 110 The censorship agency set out the following instruc¬ 
tions for writing about Katyn, in which Strzyzewski had a direct personal 
interest as his grandfather had perished in the 1940 massacre: 1) Under 
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no circumstances, nor in any way, should the Soviet Union be blamed for 
the massacre or any responsibility be imputed to it. 2) The favoured for¬ 
mulations to be allowed in academic works, biographies and memoirs 
were ‘shot by the Hitlerites at Katyn’, ‘perished at Katyn’ and ‘died at 
Katyn’. The only permissible dates of death had to be later than July 1941. 
3) The term ‘prisoners of war’ was to be replaced by ‘internees’, although 
it was permissible to name the Kozelsk, Starobelsk and Ostashkov camps as 
the places where the internees were held before being captured by the 
Hitlerites and shot at Katyn. 4) All obituaries, announcements of religious 
masses and other commemorations of Katyn as well as doubtful issues had 
to be approved by the GUKPPiW. The existence of any infractions was not 
to be revealed publicly. 111 

The censorship revelations stimulated KOR, on the 40th anniversary of 
the Soviet invasion of Poland, into issuing a statement on the ‘Crimes of 
Genocide committed by the Soviet Union against the Polish Nation’. 112 
This condemned the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact and the Soviet deporta¬ 
tions of Poles in the occupied Eastern territories as well as the repression 
of the large numbers in Soviet captivity during 1939-1941. KOR traced 
out the position regarding Katyn and the missing officers from the three 
camps and blamed the Soviet Stalinist regime for this ‘crime of genocide’. 
It cited the censorship regulations as evidence that the Polish communist 
Government was continuing its refusal to throw light on ‘Katyn and other 
Soviet crimes’; as such it was ‘an accessory to hushing up the crime and 
making it impossible to trace the perpetrators of the genocide’. KOR 
called for ‘the whole truth to be revealed’, 11 4 

Soviet dissidents within the USSR, notably V. Bukovskii, V. Nekrasov, P. 
Grigorenko, A. Amalrik, N. Gorbanevskaya and P. Litvinov, along with 
exiles in Paris, also accepted Stalinist responsibility for Katyn." 4 Leaflets 
calling for the commemoration of the 40th anniversary of Katyn 
appeared, subsequently, in many Polish cities in April 1980. The anti- 
Soviet demonstrations of early August included a Katyn protest in the 
Powazki cemetery in Warsaw. The issue of commemoration provided the 
emotional, as against the economic protest and anti-corruption, drive 
behind Solidarity from the outset. The Gdansk shipyard workers 
demanded a monument to commemorate ‘the fifteen thousand Polish sol¬ 
diers murdered by the Soviet Government in Katyn’ alongside their 
primary demand for memorials to the victims of the December 1970 Baltic 
seacoast shootings. 1 ln 

Katyn had also been mooted by the nationalist and anti-Soviet ROPCiO 
opposition which became the Confederation for an Independent Poland 
(KPN) - led by Leszek Moczulski. This movement refused to ‘self-limit’ 
itself like Walesa’s strand of Solidarity. It called openly for independence, 
condemning Soviet control and crimes against Poland. Katyn was publi¬ 
cised, along with the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939, at their inter-war 
independence day manifestation before the Tomb of the Unknown 
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Soldier in Warsaw on 11 November 1980. Their stalls sold photos of the 
Katyn graves, alongside those of their hero, Marshal Pilsudski, all over 
Poland during 1980-1981. The Young Poland movement, led by arrested 
activists such as Andrzej Czuina and Wojciech Ziembinski who were closely 
linked to the KPN, issued a significant statement on Katyn in Warsaw on 8 
April 1980. This declared that Katyn was ‘an important symbol of all the 
Poles murdered and persecuted’ by the Soviets in Poland s occupied 
Eastern territories during 1939-1941. Real reconciliauon with Russia 
could be achieved only if Poland regained her sovereignty. The Russians 
should accept the truth about their historical relations which involved 
numerous ‘Polish wrongs at Russian hands’. The crime of Katyn was the 
responsibility of Stalin and his terror apparatus which the Russian people 
should reject while facing up ‘to the duty to square accounts with the 
past’. The silence of the Polish communist leaders and their selective 
memory was a hypocritical ‘insult to the whole Polish nation . It was 
‘impossible to remember Palmiry and to forget Katyn’. 116 

Jan Kubik argues that the breaking of the public silence over Katyn was 
one of the most spectacular features of the Solidarity period. The PRL’s 
taboo regarding the massacre ‘became for society a symbol of the Soviet 
rulers’ true intentions in their dealings with Poland , 117 Katyn appeared 
repeatedly in Solidarity’s press, especially its local publications, and the 
issue was raised in negotiations with the Government. Along with the 
problem of political prisoners it played a prominent part in the activities 
and publications of the newly formed independent Union of Students. 
Key documents, such as the O’Malley report, were published by the dissi¬ 
dent press in Nowa Huta between 1979 and 1981. A simple cross and 
plaque had marked Katyn in the Powqzki cemetery. The Katyn Civic Com¬ 
mittee associated with Solidarity’s Mazowsze branch replaced this with a 
solid memorial on 31 July 1981. This was quietly demolished by the 
authorities during the dark of the following night. 118 Fruidess discussions 
with the communist authorities over a permanent memorial dragged on 
until martial law. An individual called Walenty Badylak was reported as 
burning himself to death d la Jan Palach in Krakow s main square on 21 
March 1980, allegedly as a protest over the official cover-up of the truth of 
Katyn. Politically, Solidarity’s grassroots feelings and pressure over Katyn 
surfaced at its First Congress in Gdansk-Oliwa in September-October 
1981. 119 The building was festooned with Katyn posters while memorabilia 
on the subject were sold in the corridors. 

Jaruzelski and the military suppressed Solidarity successfully during the 
State of War of December 1981 to July 1983 but his regime, although 
more flexible and less ideological than its predecessors, could do little 
more than contain the political stalemate during the 1980s. Gorbachev’s 
coming to power in 1985, and his policies of glasnosl and perestroika, 
however, meant that reform and policies aimed at gaining social support 
also became possible in Eastern Europe as Soviet control weakened. Not 
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only unpublished doctoral dissertations and the opposition press but also 
some official publications began ascribing the guilt for Katyn to the Soviet 
security services from the mid-1980s onwards. 129 Jaruzelski himself wrote 
that Stalin’s anti-Leninist policy towards Poland in 1939-1941 had caused 
numerous tragedies, which needed to be clarified. 121 The official level, 
therefore, saw a last gasp attempt to fill in the so-called ‘blank spots’. The 
radicals in the Jaruzelski regime aimed to salvage the Polish-Soviet rela¬ 
tionship by defusing popular discontent with the lies and silences con¬ 
cerning such issues as the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939, the Soviet invasion of 
1939, the 1939-1941 deportations from the Eastern Territories, the KPP’s 
dissolution by Stalin, the 1944 Warsaw Uprising and the fate of the Polish 
minority in the USSR. 122 

Katyn and the 1940 massacre loomed increasingly large in the Histor¬ 
ical Commission’s work, reflecting opinion poll findings in summer 1988 
that Polish public opinion considered it the most neglected and con¬ 
tentious of the ‘blank spots’. 123 The influential reform weekly Polityka was 
allowed to report that 81.6 per cent of adult, and 85.7 per cent of young, 
Poles had heard of Katyn; compared to the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, almost 
twice as many considered it a ‘Blank Spot’. But the censorship did not 
permit it to indicate the proportions of those who thought that the 
Soviets, rather than the Nazis, were responsible. By 1988 the Polish com¬ 
munist elite agreed with PZPR politburo member Marian Orzechowski 
that the clarification of Katyn was the key to the healthy readjustment of 
the Polish-Soviet relationship. 124 

The Polish-Soviet Historical Commission, established in late spring 
1987, was chaired on the Polish side by the moody and loud-voiced Profes¬ 
sor Jarema Maciszewski. It was composed of other PZPR academic nota¬ 
bles, mainly nationalist-minded military historians, such as Marian 
Wojciechowski, Tadeusz Walichnowski (who had gained a bad reputation 
as an ‘anti-Zionist’ in 1968), Wlodzimierz Kowalski and Bronislaw 
Szyzdek. 125 Czeslaw Madajczyk took the greatest interest in Katyn and pub¬ 
lished his Dramat Kalynski (KiW, 1989), which began to open up the issue, 
just before Gorbachev’s 1990 revelation. 126 What effect this book might 
have had, as well as the Polish historians presenting their Soviet colleagues 
on the commission with a report indicating that the Polish PoWs had been 
killed well before the German invasion of 1941, in precipitating Gor¬ 
bachev’s decision remains speculative. At any rate, the Polish communist 
academics, although admittedly spurred on by the demise of Polish 
communism in 1989, unlike the British FCO and Government, just about 
managed to get their retraction of the official pro-Soviet line in before 
Gorbachev lifted the curtain on the issue of guilt. This was the Katyn 
Report prepared by Professors Maciszewski, Madajczyk, Wojciechowski 
and Ryszard Nazarewicz in April 1989, which examined in detail, and 
rejected, the Soviet Burdenko case. 127 Even official apologists declared, 
just before the Round Table started, that social impatience meant that the 








216 Soviet and Polish com munist control of truth 

Katyn discussions could no longer be held behind closed doors. 1 * Before 
long well-known Figures such as the historian Andrzej Ajnenkiel, were 
writing that despite the absence of Soviet documentation it was clear that 
Katyn was a Soviet deed. It was also necessary to clarify the exact fate of 
the Starobelsk and Ostashkov inmates. 129 

The first dissident organisation specifically devoted to Katyn, the Katyn 
Institute, animated by the sculptor Adam Macedonski in Krakow in 1979, 
wanted to break the conspiracy of silence over Katyn. It called on the 
Council of State and the Government to investigate Katyn, to pursue the 
guilty parties and to provide compensation for relatives of those mur¬ 
dered. The publication by the underground of Jerzy Lojek’s Dzieje sprawy 
Katynia under the pseudonym of Leopold Jerzewski in 1980 also inspired 
the opposition milieu in Warsaw to coalesce in the Civic Committee for the 
Building of a Monument to the Victims of Katyn. 1 ' 0 Lojek (1932-1986) 
was a Warsaw University historian and the author of respected, if contro¬ 
versial, academic studies of the 3 May 1791 constitution and attempts to 
reform the Commonwealth, just before the final partitions of Poland. He 
also ran the modern history workshop in Mazowsze’s Centre for Social 
Studies, Solidarity’s Warsaw region branch. His animating role, after his 
premature death in 1986, was taken on by his widow, Bozena, a historian 
of the theatre. 

Under Jaruzelski, the Katyn milieu was composed of varied independent 
academics and trade unionists along with relatives of victims of the 1940 
massacre who grouped in locally based ‘Katyn Family’ organisations. A 
dominating role was played in the latter by Marek Tarczynski and Father 
Zdzislaw Peszkowski, a Kozelsk survivor, who acted as their unofficial, and 
then official, chaplain. Between October 1989 and February 1990 these 
individuals and tendencies organised in what emerged as the Independ¬ 
ent Historical Committee for Examination of the Katyn Atrocity 
(NKHBZK). The indefatigable Bozena Lojek became its secretary while its 
other committee members were Andrzej Chmielarz, Stanislaw M. 
Jankowski, Jerzy Jackl, Andrzej Kunert, Adam Macedonski, Marek 
Tarczynski, Jacek Trznadel, Jgdrzej Tucholski and the national independ¬ 
ence politician Wojciech Ziembiriski. 131 

The three ‘Ts’ - Tarczynski, Trznadel and Tucholski - in particular 
played key roles in the Katyn story, through their writings and activities, 
during the 1990s. Tarczynski, as editor of the academic quarterly Wojskowy 
Pizegltjd Historyczny, was able to publish a huge amount of the newly avail¬ 
able documentation on the 1940 massacre along with short biograms of its 
victims and other academic and personal contributions in the journal. He 
also edited the bulk of the volumes in the key Zeszyty Katynskie series. The 
committee’s aims, set out in its founding communique of 6 November 
1989, were to organise studies and to support the newly democratic public 
bodies in the search to establish the truth about the 1940 massacre. As 
such it became the central pressure group and lobby on the subject in 
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Poland. The activities, initiatives and writings of the individuals associated 
with it form an essential part of the skein in this study. 132 

The NKHBZK was very closely associated with two other bodies with 
whom it often had overlapping membership. The Polish Katyn Founda¬ 
tion (PFK), set up at about the same time as the former by roughly the 
same individuals, also included the prominent conservative nationalist 
politician, and premier in 1992, Jan Olszewski. It had two primary aims. 
First, to raise funding for the construction of a Polish Chapel and Sanctu¬ 
ary as part of the Polish Military Cemetery in Katyn. This effort ran into 
financial difficulties in the late 1990s despite a generous subsidy by 
Premier Jerzy Buzek on the 60th anniversary of the massacre. Second, to 
establish a Katyn library and archive which would stimulate academic 
study of the 1940 massacre of PoWs in Soviet captivity. 133 

The second aim was achieved, very quickly, with the establishment in 
1993 of a Katyn museum, sited in a military museum run by the Ministry 
of Defence within a 19th-century Russian fort in Sadyba, a southern 
suburb of Warsaw. 134 Its exhibition rooms, housing exhumed items, photo¬ 
graphs, terrain mock-ups and other Katyn, Kharkov and Mednoe material, 
were visited by between 8000 and 17000 members of the public annually 
between 1994 and 2000. 135 The museum organised a large number of 
events and special exhibitions to publicise the 1940 massacre and to keep 
its memory fresh in the context of demands for the full truth and 
justice. 130 PFK supported the Zeszyty Katynskie series which had published 
18 volumes by 2002 as well as the journal Biuletyn Katymki published by 
the Katyn Institute in Krakow. 

The other body which the NKHBZK collaborated closely with, espe¬ 
cially after the young Krakow historian Andrzej Przewoznik became its 
secretary in 1992, was the Council for the Defence of Struggle and Suffer¬ 
ing (ROPWiM). This body organised exhumations in the burial sites in 
1994-1996 and 1999 and collaborated in drawing up plans and inscrip¬ 
tions for the military cemeteries. 137 In addition to the above, the NKHBZK 
was supported in its central initiatives by a network of territorially based 
‘Katyn Families’ all over Poland who directed their own local activities. 138 
Although they were largely autonomous, they all sheltered under the 
umbrella of the Federation of Katyn Families (FRK) chaired by the indis¬ 
pensable Bozena Lojek. In 2000 they had 27 branches and eight local 
circles, including a branch in Chicago. 1 *' Independent groups also existed 
in Canada, Czechoslovakia, Britain, Israel and Australia. As the Polish 
branches were very dependent upon a small number of motivated indi¬ 
viduals, many of them, like the branches in Gniezno, Nowy Stjcz and Wal- 
brzyeh, died natural deaths. New ones were slower to emerge. 

With democratisation, Katyn became part of the anti-totalitarian 
rhetoric of the political forces who were not associated with the PRL but 
who attempted to discredit successor communist forces, such as the 
Alliance of the Democratic Left (SLD) and Polish Peasant Party (PSL), 
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who were. The First Senate of the Third Republic, elected in 1989, con¬ 
tained 99 Solidarity senators out of 100 and was, therefore, very active in 
point scoring, agenda setting and issue appropriauon in this regard. The 
First (1991-1993) and Third (1997-2001) Sejms, which were dominated 
by anti-PRL forces, joined in this effort. Nobody in Poland attempted to 
absolve the Soviets of blame for Katyn after 1989. The issue, however, 
became emotionally a truly national one only after President Alexander 
Kwasniewski and younger STD personalides co-opted the issue after 1995. 
The SLD-PSL dominated Second Sejm passed a resolution on 9 June 19J5 
paying tribute, on the 55th anniversary, to the victims of Katyn and other 
Soviet killing sites. It thanked all those who had kept its memory alive 
during the years of ‘silence and lies’ and condemned the criminal system 
of Soviet communism. The Sejm hoped that ‘revealing the full truth about 
Katyn, establishing responsibility for it and appropriate commemoration 
at the places of tragic death’ would seiwe to improve relations between a 

free Poland and a democratic Russia. 140 

The Sejm and Senate resolutions marking the 60th anniversaiy in 2000 
were much fuller. The former thanked all those who had contributed to 
revealing the truth about the 1940 massacre, especially Polomas, relatives 
of the deceased and the Federation of Katyn Families, the US Congres¬ 
sional Committee and Russian democrats. It noted that the guilty had not 
been punished while legal responsibility still had not been fully estab¬ 
lished. The Senate used stronger language about the need to settle 
accounts. It condemned ‘not only the cowardly silence but also the dis¬ 
graceful falsification of the truth, not only by the communist authorities in 
Poland and the Soviet Union, but also by certain influential circles in the 
West’. 141 In addition, President Kwasniewski apologised, on behalf of the 
successor PRL camp, for all those who for whatever reason of fear, per¬ 
sonal benefit or totalitarian propaganda had kept quiet or falsified the 
truth about Katyn. 142 

From 1990 onwards the Polish Procuracv took a close interest in the 
investigations of the Soviet, Russian and Ukrainian Military Procuracies 
into Katyn. As we have seen, the questioning of Tokarev, Soprunenko, 
Syromatnikov and other surviving participants, and witnesses to the 194 
massacre, aroused huge interest in Poland. The mass media paid close 
and continuing attention to the statements and visits to Moscow, Kiev and 
the burial sites of Deputy Procurator-General Stefan Sniezko, the mam 
figure concerned with Katyn in the Polish judicial organs. The tardiness 
and lack of specific results of these proceedings, however, led Justice 
Minister Jan Piqtkowski, representing the Christian Nationalist Party 
(ZChN) in the already defeated government of Hanna Suchocka, to u tilise 
Katyn as a political issue just before the September 1993 election. He 
announced on 2 September that the Warsaw Procuracy would carry- out an 
independent investigation of the 1940 massacre, demanded the extradi¬ 
tion to Poland of the three main surviving executioners and removed 
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Sniezko from the case. This maverick, and totally unconsulted, move was 
criticised by Walesa’s presidential office, by other coalition government 
partners, notably Foreign Minister Skubiszewski, as well as by the FRK, 
Sniezko himself was reinstated, not in the Procuracy investigation, but by- 
being given the chair of the Katyn Commemoration Committee after the 
1993 election. The Polish Procuracy inquiry was taken over for a while by 
Professor Aleksandcr Herzog, and subsequently by Procurator Szus- 
takiewicz, but it petered out like the judicial investigation in Moscow. 

The issue of the lustration of individuals seeking public office, elected 
or appointed, assumed a new salience in the Government of Wlodzimierz 
Cimoszewicz in the mid-1990s. The outcome involved electoral declara¬ 
tions of collaboration with the security sen-ices during the PRL by candid¬ 
ates. An Institute of National Memory (IPN) was also established by Jerzy 
Buzek’s (AWS-UW) Government after 1997. 144 The IPN was initially 
monopolised by Solidarity, Catholic and nationalist opponents of the PRL. 
They were temperamentally and politically sympathetic to the Katyn 
lobby. The latter’s hopes that the issue would be revived and that the 
investigation would be organised and coordinated much better were, 
however, to be disappointed. The IPN chairman, ex-Solidarity senator Pro¬ 
fessor Leon Kieres, confirmed that the collection of evidence concerning 
the 1940 massacre was the IPN’s main task. Apart from reorganising the 
material inherited from the GKBZpNP, he failed to push the issue on 
the parliamentary level. Professor Witold Kulesza, the chairman of the 
GKSZpNP (successor to the GKBZpNP), however, held some meetings for 
the activists involved. His reply to an NKHBZK expression of disquiet, and 
some searching questions, at the way in which the Katyn investigation was 
fading away, merely outlined the residual contacts being maintained with 
the Russian, Ukrainian and Belarusan Procuracies. 145 

The official position, confirmed again in September 2000 by Minister 
of Justice Lech Kaczynski, was that the 1940 massacre was not subject to 
any statute of limitations. The IPN would continue to assemble documen¬ 
tation and encourage new exhumation work, especially in the Ukraine 
and Belarus, in order to throw fresh light on the fate of the PoWs shot in 
those republics. Politically, however, the issue had almost died. This was 
confirmed by the SLD’s victory in the 2001 election. Leszek Miller’s 
Government clearly felt that the question should be left to the historians 
and for commemoration by public opinion. The steam behind the judicial 
investigations had, however, almost completely evaporated, except, poten¬ 
tially, in the laggard Belarusan case. General Alexandr Savenkov, the 
Chief Military Procurator, confirmed to Kieres in Moscow in August 2004 
that the authorities of the Russian Federal Republic considered that they 
had now completed all investigations on their own territory regarding the 
1940 massacre. They would be happy to make the full 156 volumes of final 
documentation available to the Poles. 14 ' 1 

The 1940 massacre had been identified with the PRL’s subordination 
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to the Soviet Union and became a powerful emotional and political 
symbol of the apparent incapacity of communism to come to terms with 
its Stalinist crimes. The belated attempt to do so in the late 1980s was over¬ 
whelmed by systemic collapse in both Poland and the USSR. The top limit 
of documentation of the historical truth by the newly democratic Polish 
and Russian republics seems to have been achieved by about 1993. Since 
then the issue has become dominated by commemoration rather than 
judicial retribution, personal compensation of relatives or even the pan- 
European process of apology and reconciliation between nations. Further 
breakthroughs in documenting remaining aspects and details of the 
historical truth remain dependent upon fuller stages of democratisation 
in both the Russian and Belarusan republics. 
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Conclusion 

Closure of the 1940 Soviet Massacre 
Issue 


Truth - what still remains to be revealed? 

The long drawn out search for the truth about Katyn and the 1940 mas¬ 
sacre resembles a detective story in many respects. The issue was further 
complicated because, as Congressman Ray Madden said when chairing 
the 1952 committee, ‘the Katyn massacre is the only international crime in 
world history where two nations disputed the guilt’. 1 The general oudine 
of the Kozelsk-Katyn, Starobelsk-Kharkov and Ostashkov-Mednoe aspects 
of the 1940 massacre has been revealed in the extensive detail covered in 
this book by the political admissions, archival revelations, judicial investi- 
; gations and exhumations of the early 1990s. The exhumations, however, 

were only able to resolve the commemoration issue on a largely group not 
individual basis. Although much progress was made it did not prove pos¬ 
sible to identify all the Polish bodies individually in the three burial sites 
nor to establish fully comprehensive lists of all the Poles buried there. 
i Beyond that, as we saw in Chapter Five, the burial sites of the victims asso- 

| ciated with the 1940 massacre in the Ukraine and Belarus still have not 

been established while the names of those killed in Belarus remain even 

l 

hazier. Although probably hardly anyone who had pardcipated in carrying 
out the 1940 massacre was still alive by 2004 only the names of the top 
planners and middle-level organisers as well as the main executioners had 
been established while most of the lower-level incidental assistants and 
escort guards had vanished into oblivion. Finally, one doubts if any new 
documentadon will emerge about the motivauon behind the top leader¬ 
ship decision. At most some scraps of hearsay or diary evidence concern¬ 
ing some NKVD functionary involved or a forgotten copy of a list or order 
may emerge in due course. One doubts if anything new still remains to be 
discovered about Stalin himself. It is also unlikely if anything major con¬ 
cerning the Western cover-up and its convoluted consequences, despite 
the Hess speculation and the question marks over Allied wartime intelli¬ 
gence material, still remains to be exposed. The fundamental general 
issues, however, still remain for further discussion so the interpretation of 
the material will continue to be fought over. 
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One can also ask, but not necessarily provide satisfactory answers to, the 
following questions: Why was the massacre not extended or completed to 
include all Polish officer PoWs in the USSR? What lessons, if any, did the 
Stalinist leadership draw from the massacre? Why, apart from the German 
invasion, was it not repeated in the Baltic States? Relatives and Polish spe¬ 
cialists are also unhappy that it has proved impossible to establish the 
names of all the Poles buried in the three main burial sites or to establish 
beyond doubt that all, as opposed to the overwhelming bulk, of those 
named on the camp transportation lists are actually buried in their respec¬ 
tive bunal sites. In addition it is unclear whether some individuals with¬ 
drawn from the camps in the period immediately preceding the main 
massacre were actually returned to be disposed of within them or whether 
they were killed, or even buried, elsewhere. This type of problem looms 
even larger in the case of those shot in the Belarusan and Ukrainian 
prisons. 

Memory - commemoration and closure 

The issue of memory has two quite separate aspects. The first, the conflict 
between Polish society’s search for the truth about the 1940 massacre and 
the PZPR which was forced to support the Soviet Burdenko version, has 
been discussed in Chapter Eight. The evidence is that the 1940 massacre 
was a malignant cancer poisoning the Polish-Soviet relationship. It rein¬ 
forced other factors which rendered the stabilisation of the PRL problem¬ 
atic. Another aspect is whether the revelation of historical truth provides 
sufficient satisfaction for such an atrocity or whether it has to be 
accompanied by judicial acts. As we have seen, the Russian Procuracy 
investigations of the early 1990s contributed a little towards rounding off 
the historical truth. They did nothing in terms of satisfying any possible 
desire for vengeance in the form of the trial, condemnation and punish¬ 
ment of surviving perpetrators. 

The other main aspect of memory is commemoration, aptly defined as 
‘a way of marking out a space in the public sphere’. 2 This took the form in 
the 1990s of political declarations, media publicity and academic studies 
and debate asserting the truth about the 1940 massacre in Poland and the 
West and to a lesser degree in Russia. With the passing of communism and 
the emergence of the truth, however, a lively debate occurred within the 
Katyn community in Poland as to how memory should be commemorated 
in the form of graves, cemeteries, chapels and other physical memorials. 
From the time of Roman Catholic Primate Jozef Glemp’s visit to Katyn in 
December 1988 onwards a large number of crosses and other temporary 
memorials were set up in all three burial sites. A variety of religious memo¬ 
rial services and other forms of consecration were held at various times 
over the years during the visits of relatives and varied delegations. 

Polish-Russian negotiations began in 1992. Their joint agreement of 22 
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February 1994 on Cemeteries and War Memorials, however, proved diffi¬ 
cult to implement. The soundings and drillings taken during the 
1994—1996 exhumations allowed the Polish side to identify the location of 
individual burial pits and to suggest territorial limits for the pioposed 
cemeteries within which all the Poles were buried. Preliminary agieement 
was reached on their construction by March 1995. Their foundation 
stones, consecrated by Pope John Paul II, were laid at Katyn and Mednoe 
in June 1995. ROPWiM then organised an architects’ competition which 
produced various plans. Prime Minister Chernomyrdin’s Russian Govern¬ 
ment passed resolution number 1247 on the subject in October 1996 but 
definite planning decisions and actual construction were delayed until 
1998-1999. 

The above activity finally culminated in 2000 with the ceremonial 
opening and consecration of military cemeteries in Katyn and Mednoe in 
Russia and Kharkov in the Ukraine under the patronage of Prime Minister 
Jerzy Buzek. s As a result of the efforts of the Katyn pressure groups, 
notably ROPWiM, the cemeteries were given federal status. This, in 
theory, meant that their upkeep and preservation became a responsibility 
of the Russian and Ukrainian central Governments. The Poles had, 
however, resisted Russian and Ukrainian suggestions that joint memorials 
should be erected to all the NKVD victims buried there, irrespective of 
nationality. 4 

Justice - forgiveness and reconciliation 

Individuals affected by a crime can have their feelings of grievance 
assuaged by the trial and punishment of the perpetrators. The rancour of 
whole societies has also been dealt with in the same way with the imple¬ 
mentation of ideas of international justice in the 20th century. The con¬ 
cepts of War Crimes and of Crimes against Humanity were applied against 
the Nazi and Japanese leaderships at the end of the Second World War. 
An uneven beginning was also made in the same direction in handling the 
Yugoslav conflicts of the 1990s. Whether practice will be improved by the 
establishment of the International Criminal Court with a general remit 
wider than the specific courts established for post-Yugoslavia and Rwanda 
remains to be seen. Another subject in its own right is whether individuals 
or nations forgive and ask for forgiveness as the basis for reconciliation. 
How nations forgive past grievances and reconcile with historical oppon¬ 
ents is an issue which has been boosted by the post-Second World War 
movement towards European Union. At present, howevei, one can only 
pose the question whether examples of reconciliation such as the Franco- 
German in the 1960s or the Polish-German in the 1990s can be emulated 
by the future Polish-Russian relationship. 

Such developments have come loo late for the judicial punishment of 
the perpetrators of the 1940 massacre to be dealt with in this way, particu- 
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larly as the Russian republic did not move quickly enough to use its 
national courts for this purpose. How then can closure be brought about 
for the issue? In theory, either an international or an ad hoc tribunal could 
hear and weigh up the evidence and conclude with an authoritative decla¬ 
ration. This study has shown how such proposals were resisted by Western, 
as well as communist, Governments during 1943-1990. This road is now 
even less likely. There is considerable dispute over the choice of relevant 
tribunal or the judicial, political and academic character of any alternative 
or ad hoc substitute. Bodies such as the United Nations also have more 
pressing business than to issue declarations on historical, as against 
current, atrocities. Given this situation, the only alternative, in the first 
instance, is for the matter to be examined and revealed in full by the acad¬ 
emic community and to be publicised thoroughly by the mass media. Joint 
historical conferences, publications and archive exchanges played an 
important role after the fall of communism. 

Ultimately, the Russian Republic, as the direct successor to the USSR, 
will need to build on the consequences of accepting responsibility for this 
particular crime. This was done, to an extent, by the political and judicial 
elites in the early 1990s although not sufficiently wholeheartedly to con¬ 
vince all of Russian society and public opinion. President Boris Yeltsin and 
his adviser Sergei Stankevich apologised for Katyn in 1992-1993 but such 
declarations were little publicised in Russia. In addition, all the relevant 
documentation will have to be made available to scholars and through 
them to public opinion. A new Russian generation will also need to come 
to terms with the Stalinist past in order to overcome its inheritance in the 
same way that the Germans had their similar debate over Nazism after 
1950. Only when this is done will Polish public opinion accept the same 
level of national reconciliation which has been achieved with Germany 
since 1990. 

The issue of political forgiveness has been much discussed by the acad¬ 
emic community in recent years.' 1 The Katyn milieu got onto this question 
once other issues had been exhausted but found it philosophically diffi¬ 
cult to relate it to the wider debate and to get beyond a constraining 
framework of Polish Christianity. B Questionnaires distributed within Katyn 
Family circles in 2003 revealed an overwhelming majority (190 out of 200 
respondents) against unconditional forgiveness although 5 per cent were 
willing to do so. About a third were willing to forgive if suitable contrition 
or compensation were offered while another third would do so if, addi¬ 
tionally, forgiveness was requested directly. A sixth considered that the 
following conditions needed to be fulfilled. These were the completion of 
judicial investigations, that all documentation be made available, the 
ending of secrecy so that Russian public opinion would become conscious 
of the crime, and the moral condemnation of the atrocity and its perpetra¬ 
tors by an international judicial tribunal. Only a tenth considered that the 
massacre could not be forgiven under any circumstances. 7 Other question- 
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naires revealed significant divisions about whether the act of forgiveness 
should be carried out solely by the Federation of Katyn Families or 
whether it should take the form of a declaration worked out jointly with 
the President of the Republic and the Sejm and Senate/ Numerous 
responses indicated dissatisfaction with the absence of a full and unre¬ 
served apology by the President and Duma of the Russian Republic and 
with the level of financial commitments accepted. 

The long drawn out and painful crusade for the truth about the whole 
of the 1940 massacre from 1943 to 1990 challenges a whole raft of 
Western democratic shibboleths. Realists still argue that the compromises 
or necessities of foreign-policy-making statecraft reladvise the purely 
objective historical truth. What was held to be the truth about Katyn, for 
example, varied for the Americans in 1943, 1945, 1952 or 1992. Histori¬ 
cally, political elites camouflaged or distorted inconvenient truths in the 
light of the overriding priority of raison d’etat. But modern democratic and 
mass media frameworks have eroded the conditions which allowed secrecy 
and Machiavellianism to dominate foreign policy making. The question, 
therefore, arises - do or should noble lies and secrecy be resorted to, in 
extreme cases, in order to manoeuvre dcmocradc electorates into accept¬ 
ing unethical measures dictated by the statecraft of protecting the 
national interest? Could Roosevelt and Churchill have openly told their 
publics that Stalin was a tyrant who had murdered and imprisoned mil¬ 
lions of his own citizens in addition to shooting 22000 Polish PoWs in 
1940 without foreclosing their longer-term aims? Would democratic 
opinion have accepted the necessity of making a deal with him in order to 
win the war against Nazi Germany and in the hope of establishing a new 
post-war order? 

If cynical realism undermines the moral bases of a democratic polity 
then, as we have seen from our case study of how the Briush Foreign 
Office handled the Katyn issue, it also led to self-delusion by the policy 
makers themselves. If the truth of an issue such as the 1940 Soviet mas¬ 
sacre or the threat posed by an Iraqi dictator and his alleged weapons of 
mass destruction in 2003 proves inconvenient then it becomes both a psy¬ 
chological and practical necessity to reshape it into a more acceptable 
form. In retrospect, the diplomatic and military reports supported by the 
1943 exhumations at Katyn provided what would normally have been 
accepted as a more than sufficient amount of evidence to prove Soviet 
guilt. As the conclusion ran counter to longer-term Western political 
priorities the various levels and types of evidence were challenged and 
undermined by the British Foreign Office in order to produce an open 
verdict suspending judgement. This allowed both foreign policy makers 
and administrators to maintain their self-respect as honourable and moral 
individuals and to pursue their favoured course while fending off external 
and public opinion challenges. The self-delusion that this was both a 
moral and correct approach meant that successive generations of Foreign 
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Office officials repeated the same arguments and confirmed the same line 
right up until 1990. Unlike the more flexible Americans, Briush decision 
makers really found difficulty in accepting the relativity of the Katyn truth. 
After all, according to their own lights they were moral and honourable 
individuals, maintaining the highest standards of public service. Such trite 
phrases as were trotted out again by the Hutton and Butler Inquiries in 
2003-2004 reinforced elite self-delusions and confused public opinion just 
sufficiently to ensure the survival of the Blair Government. 

This study has demonstrated the dual character of the 1940 massacre 
aka Katyn issue. Apart from the Ukrainian and Belarusan dimensions of 
the massacre, a plateau seems to have been reached by 1993 in revealing 
and documenting the truth about the central Kozelsk-Katyn, Starobelsk- 
Kharkov and Ostashkov-Mednoe aspects of the massacre. This has been 
presented to the reader, in the first half of the book, in strictly academic 
terms as an illustrative case study of the processes and mechanisms 
involved in carrying out a Stalinist crime and situated in its historical and 
explanatory context. The second half of the study has, however, explained 
why what would otherwise be a long-forgotten massacre remained a sensi¬ 
tive and controversial issue after 1943 which still has not been satisfactorily 
resolved in Polish-Russian relations and which, incidemly, reveals much 
about British policy making. How the truth about often politically embar¬ 
rassing atrocities should be handled by democratic governments in rela¬ 
tion to modern mass-media-driven public opinion is a burning issue of the 
age. The same question mark also applies to the balance to be struck 
between pragmatic realism and idealist morality and between national 
interests and wider principles of international law. How nations can recon¬ 
cile in terms of F.uropean, if not global, community by admitting the truth 
of past atrocities and offering apologies to each other and, where appro¬ 
priate restitution and compensation is a key issue on the political agenda 
of the early 21st century. 

Notes 

1 Hearings, Part 7, p. 1943. 

2 George Schopflin, Nations, Identity, Power, London: Hurst, 2000, p. 74. 

3 For descriptions of the statuary, inscriptions, area and territorial limits of the 
Katyn and Mednoe cemeteries see Jolanta Adamska, ‘Katyn, Miednoje 
1940-2000’, in Zbrodnia Katynska: Prbba bilansu, Warsaw: 2001, pp. 62-5. 

4 There is an interesting echo and inversion of the Auschwitz controversy here. 
Some Jews argued that the extermination camp represented a peculiarly and 
specifically Jewish tragedy while the Poles in this instance argued that Nazi 
victims had been drawn from all humanity although Jews suffered most. 

5 See Peter Digesser, Political Forgiveness, Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 2001. Cf. 
Martha Minow (ed.), Breaking the Cycles of Hatred: Memory, Law and Repair, 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2002. 

6 See the contributions by various Polish clerics in Zbrodnia Katynska: Problem fine- 
baezenia, Warsaw: NKHBZK, 2003. The Oxford-based philosopher Leszek 
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Kolakowski distinguishes between bureaucratic forgiveness by state or public 
bodies and forgiveness by individuals according to the Christian spiritual 
canon, ibid., pp. 22-7. 

7 Bozena Lojek, ‘Czy zbrodnie Katynskq mozna przehaczyc? Wyniki ankiety son- 
dazowej’, ibid., pp. 70-4. 

8 Ibid., pp. 76-9. 
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